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ABSTRACT
The following is a quantitative study of the effects of hybrid course offerings on student sense of
belonging and satisfaction at a commuter campus. The study employed the following
independent variables: gender, age, race, class standing, GPA (which was self-reported), marital
status, number of children, employment status, number of hours worked per week, number of
hybrid courses taken, and 2 dependent variables (sense of belonging and satisfaction). The study
found no significant difference in sense of belonging and satisfaction among students in either
the hybrid or face-to-face modalities. Other findings found that students with children exhibited a
negative relationship between number of children and perceived faculty support/comfort as well
as a negative relationship was between number of children and perceived classroom comfort in
both hybrid and face-to-face modalities. This study also includes recommendations for additional
studies to explore possible interventions to increase students sense of belonging and satisfaction.
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Chapter 1: Study Introduction
Background
Two issues commonly on the minds of administrators in higher education are issues
surrounding student persistence and online course offerings. While on the surface these appear to
be separate issues, there may be a relationship between the two. Whether or not the online
learning environment at a college or university impacts the campus culture as far as overall
student satisfaction and a student’s sense of belonging at a post-secondary institution is a worthy
issue to consider. Tinto (1987) asserted that college campuses represent a transition between a
sense of belonging in old communities and new, and how well students make that transition
profoundly impacts their decision to persist in college. Well designed online learning
environments represent a new kind of community where students are interacting in ways not seen
in the traditional lecture-based college classroom (Palloff & Pratt, 2002). It therefore becomes a
natural line of inquiry to determine if the building of online communities within online or
partially online courses offered at a traditional college campus can impact a student’s sense of
belonging to the overall college community. If so, these types of modalities could potentially
influence student persistence.
Undergraduate institutions are facing numerous challenges with regard to retention, and
few issues have commanded more attention from administrators (Barefoot, 2004). Naturally then,
the concept of student persistence becomes worthy of study. It is important to distinguish
between the terms persistence and retention as the two are often conflated. Persistence refers to
student attitudes and behavior, and whether or not they continue their academic career, while
retention is an institutional term to measure the number of students who remain at the institution

2
until they graduate (Wyrick, 2014). The distinction between the two terms is important to note as
this study will focus on student attitudes and behavior (persistence).
Although enrollments in post-secondary education continue to be on the rise, retention
and graduation rates remain relatively low (Morrow & Ackermann, 2012). For this reason, issues
of retention and degree completion are a serious matter facing all post-secondary institutions but
particularly public colleges and universities where the graduation rate is significantly worse than
at their privately funded counterparts (Barefoot, 2004). Low retention and graduation rates put
increasing pressure on public institutions since some state legislators have proposed tying
institutional funding to graduation rates (Barefoot, 2004). Proposals like these are a natural
outcome of a prediction Harold Hovey (1999) made over a decade ago as part of a report
published by the National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education. The report predicted
that states would be facing increasingly smaller budgets to fund state affiliated institutions
(Hovey, 1999). Because of the serious competition among colleges and universities, attracting
and retaining students has become a natural focus for higher education administrators. This leads
to two fundamental questions: What impacts a student’s decision to persist, and what can be
done to improve the chances of retaining them (Morrow & Ackermann, 2012).
Researchers have developed various models to determine why students may decide not to
persist at an institution (Astin, 1984; Tinto, 1987). They may leave for academic or social
reasons, poor fit of the institution to their needs, levels of support, lack of clear academic goals,
and financial reasons (Tinto, 1987). However, several studies have concluded that connectedness
and a student’s sense of belonging are strongly related to retention (Morrow & Ackermann,
2012). Therefore, it becomes important to determine what might influence a student’s sense of
belonging to the institution. Very little research has been conducted to determine if course
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modality, and the related academic experience associated with course modality, can be a
significant influence on a student’s sense of belonging. If a course is highly interactive, builds a
strong sense of community, and is sensitive to the student’s needs in terms of flexibility, could
that type of course have a significant impact on a student’s sense of belonging and satisfaction?
When one examines the type of academic experience that would provide a student with a
sense of flexibility to their needs as well as a highly interactive experience based on a sense of
community, the hybrid or blended course provides such an option. While many undergraduate
students are enrolled in large lecture-based courses, where there is little to no interaction among
peers or with the instructor, well-designed blended courses that take place both in the classroom
and in the online learning environment offer an attractive alternative (Moskal, Dziuban, &
Hartman, 2013). Unlike online courses, hybrid courses utilize both the traditional classroom
environment and the online learning environment to provide students with the strengths of each
modality. Many of these types of courses utilize technology to foster valuable interaction among
peers and can lay the groundwork for productive social knowledge construction and a rich web
of ideas (Bruckman, 2006). By their nature, hybrid courses set up a constant virtual space for
class interaction that can establish a lifeline for the student as it is available 24/7 for interaction,
collaboration, community, and support (Palloff & Pratt, 2002). Perhaps one of the greatest
benefits of the hybrid course format is that it allows an institution to tailor these types of
offerings to the campus culture for maximum benefit to the student population (Howell, 2011).
As the proliferation of these types of course offerings continue to rise, it would be of
great benefit to institutions offering them to determine what effect, if any, these types of
offerings contribute to student’s sense of connectedness to the college community and
satisfaction with the institution. If due to their flexible and highly interactive nature, these types
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of course offerings could increase a student’s sense of belonging to the college community and
satisfaction with the institution, they would have a positive effect on two major factors
significantly affecting student persistence.
Statement of Problem
The issue of retention, particularly among first and second year students is a significant
problem nationally and an issue foremost in the minds of university administrators (Barefoot,
2004). Additionally, attrition rates are felt at an even greater level in public colleges and
universities, where the rates are higher than at private institutions and where some state
legislatures are discussing the notion of tying institutional funding to graduation rates (Barefoot,
2004). For these reasons, higher education institutions are looking for specific interventions and
strategies to boost student persistence. Numerous studies have established that improving a
student’s connectedness and sense of belonging to the institution is one such intervention
(Morrow & Ackermann, 2012). While common strategies and avenues of intervention have
included changes to academic advising, first-year seminars, and traditional learning communities,
the researcher found no existing research on course modality as a potential influence on a
student’s sense of belonging. Over the past two decades, there has been a proliferation of online
and hybrid course offerings in large part because of the overwhelming demand from students
(Allen & Seaman, 2010). Thus, higher educational institutions are faced with two problems,
increasing the amount of online and partially online course offerings, and increasing factors that
contribute to student persistence. Determining if there is a positive relationship between these
kinds of course offerings and a sense of belonging (a primary factor in student persistence)
becomes an extremely important study. Can a traditional campus improve its community and its
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students’ sense of belonging by extending that community into the virtual world by way of
online learning environments?
Purpose & Importance of the Study
The Abington College of the Pennsylvania State University, a nonresidential campus, is
no exception to feeling the need to improve student persistence. In a memorandum sent by then
Penn State President Rodney Erikson to the campus chancellor, the Abington College was
charged with both increasing its retention rates as well as increasing its number of hybrid
(partially online) course offerings (R. Erickson, personal communication, October 13, 2011). A
natural inquiry to come from this charge is to determine if there is a relationship between the two
variables. Specifically, can hybrid course offerings contribute to an overall increase in student
persistence? More directly, since the hybrid course offerings at the Abington College are all
predicated on building virtual communities when students are not in the classroom, can these
hybrid courses contribute to a student’s sense of belonging on the campus? The following study
will explore this issue by attempting to answer the following research question: Do hybrid course
offerings at a nonresidential campus increase the sense of belonging and satisfaction?
As previously stated, hybrid courses offer a great deal of flexibility for the students who
enroll in them. Web-based courses by their nature are more attractive to busy students than
traditional courses (Doherty, 2006). A course that takes place partially online requires less time
on campus, which could be particularly appealing on a nonresidential campus. In a campus
culture where students juggle work, family, and coursework, having the flexibility to come to
campus less often while completing their studies could be of great benefit for the students and
the institution. In particular if the flexible and communal nature of these offerings improve
student satisfaction and sense of belonging, the benefit would contribute to a solution to one of
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the greatest challenges facing the institution. Understanding student attitudes and behaviors with
the online learning environment also offers the additional benefit of informing course design
practices and faculty development (Ralston-Berg & Nath, 2011). The nature of this data could
not only benefit the current practices of instructional design and faculty development at the
Abington College, but also the greater academic community.
One of the most commonly referred to student persistence models was developed by
Vincent Tinto (1987), which is predicated on academic and social integration into the university
community. According to Tinto, integrating into both the academic and social system of a
college or university is based on a student’s sense of fit in this new setting. The perception of
integration into the institution represents a sense of affiliation and identification within the
campus community, known as a sense of belonging (Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow, & Salomone,
2002). This study will examine a student’s sense of belonging and whether it is influenced by
course modality. Specifically, it will examine students who take community-based hybrid
courses and attempt to determine if they exhibit a higher sense of belonging than those enrolled
in traditional courses.
Online learning and its associated research are still in their infancy (relatively speaking).
While standards and best practices have emerged, research on its long-term impact is still a new
frontier. While there is a great deal of research surrounding persistence and retention within
online and hybrid courses, there is a significant gap in the literature in terms of how online and
hybrid courses and programs impact student persistence and retention at an institution overall. It
is an important distinction to make as a quick search of the existing literature reveals a great
number of studies that address retention rates in hybrid and online courses along with studies on
specific interventions and their impact on student persistence to the end of the course. Since this
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is established research, it is important to point out that this study instead looks at the experience
of taking hybrid courses and what effect that experience may have on student persistence at the
institution itself, as opposed to persisting to the end of a particular course.
Much of the scholarly research and literature in online learning can be traced to one of
the most significant findings in terms of the effectiveness of online learning, Russell’s (1999) no
significant difference phenomena. The no significant difference phenomena established that
modality, whether online or face-to-face, did not impact student outcomes in terms of academics
(Russell, 1999). Russell’s finding paved the way for higher education institutions to begin
building online and blended courses and programs at a rapid pace, and they continue to do so
because of the popularity of these courses (Ellis, O'Reilly, & Debreceny, 1998). Stemming from
Russell’s findings, a series of scholarly works explored best practices in online learning. Major
concepts in online pedagogy include the use of community building among peers and timely
communication between instructor and student (Palloff & Pratt, 2002). As technology improved
the practice of active learning, while avoiding too much absorb content (in which students are
passive) has been promoted as well (Horton, 2011). These are the building blocks for successful
online course design and execution. What remains unclear in the literature is the overall impact
the experience of community-based hybrid course design can have on a student’s perception of
the overall university community.
Definition of Terms
ANGEL - ANGEL is the learning management system in which all of the hybrid courses
in this study used when delivering instruction online.
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Hybrid – Penn State defines a hybrid course as any course in which traditional classroombased instruction is combined with online instruction in which 40% or more of the classroombased instruction is replaced with activities in the online learning environment.
LMS – LMS stands for Learning Management System. At Penn State, the LMS is
ANGEL. All hybrid courses at the Abington College of Penn State use the ANGEL LMS to
deliver online course content.
ALN – ALN stands for Asynchronous Learning Networks. Asynchronous refers to online
interactions that take place in a non-specific time frame. In other words, students do not have to
be online at a specific time, rather they have “check points” that represent extended time frames
to complete online assignments. For example, one course at the Abington College included in
this study requires students to watch a film online as the week begins and post to an online
discussion forum by Thursday at midnight, then respond to at least two peers in the course in the
discussion forum by Sunday at midnight. The flexible schedule and asynchronous nature of the
course allows the student to complete online work at a time that is convenient for them, rather
than requiring students to convene online at a designated time, as is the case with the
synchronous modality. Such a system for online instruction is sometimes referred to as an
asynchronous learning network or ALN (Rovai, 2002b).
OL2000H – This term refers to the training instructors at the Abington College undertake
in order to effectively teach online and transform their traditional courses into hybrid courses.
All instructors at the Abington College who wish to teach a hybrid course must enroll in
OL2000H. This professional development course lasts three weeks and is delivered in the hybrid
format so instructors get a feel for what the student experiences taking a hybrid course. Issues
such as online pedagogy and time management are stressed. Participants also learn about various
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e-learning authoring tools, the use of which could impact a student’s satisfaction with a course.
Most importantly the Abington College’s quality assurance standards for online learning are
explained, exemplified, and emphasized.
Sense of Belonging - Hagerty and Patusky (1995) define sense of belonging as “the
experience of personal involvement in a system or environment so that persons feel themselves
to be an integral part of that system or environment" (p. 173).
Quality Assurance Standards - These are standards that must be followed by Abington
instructor’s who wish to teach online or hybrid courses. These standards are based on the quality
matters standards, which have established meaningful attributes to quality online instruction
(Ralston-Berg & Nath, 2011).
SBS – Sense of Belonging Scale. The SBS is a 26-item scale to measure students’ sense
of belonging in the college environment (Hoffman et al., 2002). It serves as the basis of the
survey instrument for this study.
Traditional – Traditional refers to a course modality in which instruction takes place in
the classroom only (as opposed to some portion taking place online). Traditional courses are also
referred to as face-to-face (f2f).
Conceptual Framework
The design of this research is a quantitative study that will examine the impact of hybrid
course offerings at a nonresidential campus and the impact on a student’s sense of belonging and
satisfaction. In one of the most referenced models of student persistence, the transition of the
student into the college environment is a fundamental indicator of student persistence (Tinto,
1987). As the student transitions into the college environment, whether or not that student
chooses to persist at the institution is predicated on their integration into academic and social
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aspects of the institution (Tinto, 1987). Citing Tinto’s model as “the most comprehensive model
of persistence/withdrawal behavior,” Hoffman et al. (2002. p.228) conducted a study to
determine a student’s judgment of fit into the social and academic aspects of the institution. The
student’s sense of fit is established by his/her own sense of affiliation and identification with the
university community is known as sense of belonging (Hoffman et al., 2002). As sense of
belonging increases so does the likelihood that the student will persist at the institution (Hoffman
et al., 2002). Hoffman et al. (2002) conducted an extensive study to determine the factors related
to and important to the development of this sense of belonging. Hoffman et al.’s study produced
a 26-item survey instrument that will form the basis of the survey instrument for this study.
Hybrid courses at the Abington College are predicated on the building of an online
learning community. The concept of community is stressed in the professional development
program all instructors who teach a hybrid course at the college are required to take. Rovai
(2002) conducted research on community dynamics in online courses and found that online
graduate students can feel connected to their virtual classroom community. The structure of an
online forum available 24/7 to the members of the course can provide a built-in support
community (Bruckman, 2006). The hybrid courses at Abington pair traditional classroom
instruction with online instruction, which replaces at least 40% of classroom instruction and
attempts to build in a classroom support community in the online learning environment. During
the professional development process, basic online pedagogy of community building is stressed.
The instructors are advised to make every attempt to build community as is stressed in seminal
literature because it is essential to promote learning in the online environment (Palloff & Pratt,
1999). When examining course evaluations from OL2000H, 91% of instructors who participated
indicated that they subscribed to a community-based approach for their hybrid courses. It is the
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hope of the administration of the Abington College that this will have the desired effect of
building strong online learning communities within its hybrid course offerings. The researcher
will attempt to determine if participating in a hybrid course that emphasizes community will lead
to a greater sense of belonging to the college community as a whole.
Studies have indicated that student satisfaction is a significant factor influencing retention
(Aitken, 1982). In the student persistence model created by Tinto (1987), satisfaction with
academics played a significant role in a student’s transition into the college system and thusly
played a significant factor in a student’s likelihood to persist. The researcher will also gauge
student satisfaction as a secondary dependent variable. Students enrolled in hybrid courses at the
Abington College will be asked to participate in this study to examine their sense of belonging
and satisfaction in an attempt to determine if their enrollment in a community-based hybrid
course has had an impact on their sense of belonging, their satisfaction with the course, as well
as their overall satisfaction with the college. Students enrolled in the same courses delivered in a
traditional modality also will be asked to participate in this study. The researcher will attempt to
draw conclusions about the levels of satisfaction and sense of belonging among various student
groups enrolled in hybrid courses and their traditional counterparts.
Research Question
Based on the theoretical framework on student persistence and sense of belonging
described above, this study will employ a series of independent variables to measure the
relationship between these independent variables and student sense of belonging and satisfaction.
The independent variables in this study are gender, age, race, class standing, GPA (which will be
self-reported), marital status, number of children, employment status, number of hours worked
per week, and number of hybrid courses taken. The two dependent variables will be student
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sense of belonging and student satisfaction. The two dependent variables will be analyzed from a
survey instrument, the sense of belonging scale, administered to the students from both groups at
the end of the fall semester.
The research question this study will attempt to answer is: Do students who take hybrid
course offerings at a nonresidential campus exhibit increased levels of sense of belonging and
satisfaction? To attempt to answer this question, a quantitative analysis will be done to determine
the correlation, if any, between the dependent and independent variables described above using a
multiple regression analysis.
The researcher through the data analysis will attempt to establish a relationship between
the independent variables employed in the study and student sense of belonging and satisfaction
in an effort to determine if students taking hybrid courses exhibit greater levels of sense of
belonging and satisfaction. The analysis will not only explore the course modality students are
enrolled in, but also several demographic factors. The factors that will be included in the
exploratory analysis are as follows: gender, age, race, class standing, GPA (which will be selfreported), marital status, number of children, employment status, number of hours worked per
week, and number of hybrid courses taken. The analysis will attempt to establish whether any or
all of these factors impact levels of satisfaction and sense of belonging.
Limitations of the Study
The limitations of this study are as follows. The analysis for this study will come from a
one-time collection of data at the end of the semester. Collecting data over subsequent terms may
establish a pattern in correlation or may yield varying results from one term to the next. Students
who are experienced in taking hybrid courses may have higher levels of satisfaction than
students taking this type of course for the very first time (Wickersham & McGee, 2008).
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Therefore, students may have a different response to the same study conducted in a subsequent
semester or term. The results of this study represent a snapshot in time of a convenience sample
of students at the Abington College who agree to participate. Results may not be generalizable to
other types of institutions.
Finally, all hybrid courses included in this study are delivered via the ANGEL LMS
platform. Data collected about student satisfaction in hybrid courses will reflect, to some extent,
satisfaction with the ANGEL platform, and there is no mechanism in this study to account for
this. Satisfaction with the LMS can have an impact on student satisfaction with online learning
(Wickersham & McGee, 2008).
Delimitations
The boundaries of the study are as follows:
1. Data will be collected at the end of the Fall 2014 semester.
2. Data will only be collected from students at the Abington College of Penn State
University. To establish the impact of the community approach in the design and
delivery of hybrid courses, it is critical that the courses included in this study are
taught by instructors who have undergone the same professional development
program that emphasizes community dynamics.
3. Data will come from a convenience sample of students in hybrid courses and f2f
counterparts who agree to participate in this study.
Organization of the Study
•

Chapter 1 describes the background, purpose, and scope of the study. It provides
details of the research question, the hypothesis as well as a description of the
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confirmation and exploratory analysis. The limitations, delimitations, and
assumptions of the study are also discussed.
•

Chapter 2 provides a thorough review of the literature including past research on
how satisfaction measures retention as well as how instruments are measured to
gauge students’ satisfaction. The nature of online learning and hybrid courses, and
their impacts on higher education will be discussed along with elements that make
for a successful online/hybrid course offering. Finally, the researcher will look at
studies of student persistence and related factors.

•

Chapter 3 describes the methodology of the study. The research is a quantitative
study using data from a distributed survey instrument along with the data
collected from student registration and their corresponding dates.

•

Chapter 4 presents the data analysis, findings, as well as a summary of key
findings.

•

Chapter 5 contains the summary, conclusions, and implications of the findings
and their impact on both the institution and the body of research on hybrid course
offerings.
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Chapter 2: Review of Related Literature
Overview
The following chapter will provide a thorough review of the literature, as well as an
explanation of the theoretical framework that serves as a basis for this study. The chapter will
further provide a historical context for the proliferation and importance of online learning in the
field of higher education as well as how the blended/hybrid format has evolved from it.
Additionally, the issue of student persistence and its importance to higher education
administrators will be thoroughly examined. Specifically, Tinto’s (1987) model of student
persistence, which serves as a significant element of the theoretical framework for this study,
will be contextualized. From this contextualization, the issues of student integration into the
college community, and the student perception of their own sense of fit will be explored. Finally,
an explanation of the dichotomous independent variable of course modality will be presented
along with the dependent variables of sense of belonging and student satisfaction.
The primary purpose for this study is to evaluate the impact of hybrid courses on student
attitudes and behaviors. Although online courses offerings are steadily increasing year by year,
little research has been done on the effect thereof on student attitudes and behaviors (Allen &
Seaman, 2007). The learning outcomes for online students compared with that of their
counterparts in traditional courses has been a subject thoroughly studied dating back to Russell’s
(1999) no significant difference phenomenon. However, a natural research question that can arise
from these studies is how is the college experience different for an online student? Such a
question would be especially pertinent on a campus that integrated aspects of online learning into
traditional campus culture. Specifically, what effect does introducing online learning into the
curriculum on a nonresidential campus have on the campus culture? As mentioned in Chapter 1,
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the Abington College was charged with increasing its number of hybrid (partially online) course
offerings (R. Erickson, personal communication, October 13, 2011). It could be hypothesized
that the flexible nature of these hybrid course offerings could have a significant impact on the
campus culture (Moskal et al., 2013). Previous research has discovered that web-based courses
by their nature are more attractive to busy students (Doherty, 2006). On a nonresidential campus
students often juggle work, family, and academics so an online component within courses
provides the option to come to campus less often may also be more attractive to many of the
students. If this option is attractive to a significant portion of the student body, what is the effect
on their attitudes about the college? How do these courses affect their behavior? It is natural to
wonder if the virtual environment of the LMS extends the campus presence for students or
isolates them. Is it possible that a student taking these types of courses, and spending less time on
campus, can feel a greater sense of belonging to the college than a student enrolled in traditional
courses and spending more time on campus? To this date little research has been conducted to
determine if this is the case.
The reason why this research would be of interest to administrators and scholars in the
field of higher education is that student attitudes about their own perceived connection or sense
of belonging to a campus has a significant impact on whether or not that student will persist to
graduation at that institution (Hoffman et al., 2002). One of the most widely referenced models
of student persistence is Vincent Tinto’s (1987), which placed a strong emphasis on how well the
student acclimated to the academic and social aspects of the institution and correlated that
acclimation to the intention to persist. The acclimation of students to the collegiate environment
is predicated on the student perception of their own sense of fit into these institutional aspects
(Tinto, 1987). The process of acclimating to the institution forms the foundation for the primary
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dependent variable for this study, student sense of belonging. Tinto (1997) in his later work
wondered if virtual interactions could replace face-to-face interactions in his model. The research
contained in this study will attempt to help answer that question by using several independent
variables. The independent variables in this study are gender, age, race, class standing, GPA
(which will be self-reported), marital status, number of children, employment status, number of
hours worked per week, and number of hybrid courses taken. The instrument for this study, the
SBS, is the same instrument that Hoffman et al. (2002) used to determine if learning
communities have a significant impact on student sense of belonging at the University of Rhode
Island. In that study, Hoffman et al concluded that learning communities do impact student sense
of belonging in a positive manner. It is the prediction of the researcher in this study that
community-based hybrid course will also have a positive impact on sense of belonging. The SBS
also examines another aspect of Tinto’s model with an item related to student satisfaction with
the academic experience at an institution. Therefore, student satisfaction will be the second
dependent variable for this study. The researcher predicts that the flexible nature of hybrid
courses will better meet the needs of this population of nonresidential students, and subsequently
students who take them will exhibit higher levels of satisfaction than their counterparts in
traditional courses.
The Proliferation of Online Learning
Online learning in higher education is growing at rapid pace (Allen & Seaman, 2007).
As far back as 2006, online enrollments were growing at a rate of 9.7 % compared with 1.5%
growth of student population (Allen & Seaman, 2007). In 2009, that figure jumped to 17%
growth in online enrollments while the growth of student population in higher education shrank
slightly to 1.2% (Allen & Seaman, 2010). The upswing in online learning coincided with the tech

18
boom of the 1990s, and college presidents looked to ride the dotcom wave to higher enrollment
figures. But the growth in online learning has sustained, whereas the dotcom boom has not
(Hafner, 2002). Although the proliferation of online learning began with the dotcom bubble,
interestingly enough, the economic downturn (starting with the great recession of 2008), also
increased the demand for online learning (Allen & Seaman, 2010). Higher education
administrators report that due to the economic decline, there has been a 66% increase in demand
for new online courses and programs and a 73% increase in demand for existing online courses
and programs (Allen & Seaman, 2010). With individuals seeking to acquire skills that are
desirable in the current job market while at the same time trying to support their families and
themselves, the flexibility that online and partially online courses provide would seem to be a
desirable commodity in the current economic climate.
Within Penn State, administrators are seeing that same demand for online course
offerings, and the World Campus is experiencing even higher rates of growth. The World
Campus, Penn State’s all online division, has experienced rates of double-digit growth for five
consecutive years as of 2012 (Aneckstein, 2013). These figures provide strong evidence for
expanding online and hybrid course offerings at the university.
As online learning gains popularity within traditional brick and mortar institutions, the
online learning environment has become a larger part of the college setting (Ralston-Berg &
Nath, 2011). However, little research exists on how online learning in a traditional college
setting can affect the campus culture as well as student attitudes and behavior. At a
nonresidential campus like the Abington College, students cannot be strictly online students.
Students can take some online offerings through the Penn State World Campus along with some
hybrid courses thus experiencing a combination of online and traditional instruction. There is a
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great need for research in this area as much of the distance education literature that has been
published is either theoretical or anecdotal as opposed to research based (Walker & Fraser, 2005).
From Online Courses to Hybrid Courses
The popularity of hybrid courses at the Abington College can be traced back to a metaanalysis commissioned by the U.S. Department of Education published in 2009. The analysis
concluded that supplementing face-to-face instruction with online learning produced stronger
learning outcomes than traditional instruction with no online component (Means, Toyama,
Murphy, Bakia, & Jones, 2009). That finding also was confirmed through a study conducted by
the University of Central Florida, one of the largest adopters of the hybrid course format. It
reported that students taking courses in the hybrid format achieved at a higher level than their
traditional counterparts (Dziuban & Moskal, 2011). The academic outcomes of the hybrid
modality made it easier for the faculty at the Abington College to subscribe to the idea of
offering these types of courses. The track record of academic success these courses have had,
coupled with the familiarity of the classroom instruction component, can make it easier for
faculty who feel that teaching online is not real teaching. For this reason, hybrid courses are
more widely adopted than all online courses simply because they are less controversial among
the faculty (Young, 2002).
From an administrative perspective, hybrid courses have several practical benefits. The
student population in higher education is increasing every year (Allen & Seaman, 2010).
Offering more courses in the hybrid format can cut down on problems such as parking, commute
time, and classroom space on a nonresidential campus (Young, 2002). Like many other
institutions, the Abington College faces an ever-increasing student body and finite amount of
classroom space and resources. The college is landlocked in a suburban Philadelphia
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neighborhood, with very little room to expand. While it is the goal of Penn State’s president to
expand hybrid course offerings across all of the University’s campuses, such an objective makes
a great deal of sense for the local administration as well. Its practicality is especially evident in
conditions where students see education as an avenue to better their prospects for long-term
career growth while also finding an academic program flexible to their needs. Hybrid course
offerings allow the institution to expand access in a manner that is academically sound to meet
the needs of an “environment of rapid expansion and deteriorating economic conditions”
(Dziuban & Moskal, 2011, p. 238).
Community-based Hybrid Courses
The research has supported the success of hybrid course offerings in terms of student
achievement (Means et al., 2009). Additionally, researchers have made the case for how the
hybrid model meets the needs of students and administrators (Moskal et al., 2013; Young, 2002).
However, simply creating and offering these kinds of courses does not ensure academic success
nor does the modality alone meet the needs of the students. The student experience in online
learning is impacted by the effectiveness of the teaching strategies and the creation of social
interactions in a mediated context (Roberts, Irani, Telg, & Lundy, 2005). While professors in a
traditional modality may have found comfort and success with lecture-based classes, the online
learning environment requires community-building and fostering meaningful interaction among
the learners (Palloff & Pratt, 1999). The changes to the learning environment represent a
fundamental shift in the paradigm. Students in the online learning environment must be more
active and engaged in the online community, and instructors must take on the role of the
facilitator (Palloff & Pratt, 2000). Such a transition can be difficult for instructors used to the
traditional didactic model of teaching. Therefore, a comprehensive faculty development program
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for teaching online is essential to the success of any new online initiative. For this reason, prior
to launching the first series of hybrid course offerings, the senior instructional designer at the
Abington College created a comprehensive faculty development program for online teaching and
hybrid course design. It is essential when converting a course from the traditional modality to the
hybrid format that instructors do not seek to simply replicate the same methods of instruction
(Palloff & Pratt, 2000). The faculty development course at the Abington College was designed to
help instructors make this transition to a new kind of teaching predicated on building and
facilitating online learning communities within a course. All instructors who wish to teach in the
hybrid format are required to undergo this training. The requirement for professional
development in online teaching is standard practice at larger online universities such as Walden
or Phoenix (Lao & Gonzales, 2005). Although not all institutions make such professional
development a requirement, it is important because of how difficult the transition to a new style
of teaching can be for some instructors, and many instructors are ill-prepared to make this
transition because of a lack of general understanding as to what effective online teaching entails
(Lao & Gonzales, 2005).
Abington’s online teaching course runs for three weeks in the hybrid format. The format
was chosen so that instructors will get a feel for the student experience in a hybrid course.
Participants will meet in person once a week for three weeks, with online interactions via the
LMS in between. The course uses the community-based Palloff & Pratt model (1999) as its
theoretical framework to encourage faculty to create conditions in their hybrid courses where
rich interactions among the students can occur as well as opportunities for students to learn from
each other as opposed to relying on the instructor or text for knowledge sharing. The professional
development also teaches the importance of timely and effective communication and time
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management, which are essential tools for the successful online instructor (Lao & Gonzales,
2005). Ultimately, the successful online teacher must make the learning environment feel and
function like a traditional classroom, giving the students the same sense of interacting with their
peers from their computer as they would as if they were in the same room (Harasim, 1995).
Community as a Conceptual Framework
To contextualize the research question, it needs to be stressed that every instructor
teaching a hybrid course has undergone professional development emphasizing how essential
building online learning communities within a hybrid course is to successful course design. The
concept of community is one that instructors teaching traditional courses at the college may not
have been introduced to or necessarily subscribed to. The concept is essential to the researcher’s
conceptual framework for this study. Since all of the instructors teaching hybrid courses in this
study underwent the same professional development emphasizing the importance of online
learning communities, it supports the concept that students in those courses would feel a greater
sense of community than their counterparts in traditional courses and therefore exhibit a greater
sense of belonging to the overall community of the college.
The conceptual framework of online learning communities is rooted in extensive research
(Bruckman, 2006; Eib & Miller, 2006; Ellis et al., 1998; Fisher & Baird, 2005; Lave & Wenger,
1991; Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Riel & Polin, 2001; Rovai, 2002b; Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder,
2002). However, the notion of learners working in conjunction with one another to achieve
higher levels of understanding than they would reach on their own can be traced back to the
concept of the zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978). The online learning
environment of a hybrid course can take advantage of the nature of the Internet to make this
modality particularly effective. Unlike the confines of a traditional classroom, the web-based

23
classroom is open and available to students 24 hours a day 7 days a week making learning
anywhere at anytime a real possibility for students. The members of this kind of class contribute
to and benefit from a rich network of ideas that connects them to vast amounts of information
and resources (Bruckman, 2006). The concept of a constant connection to ideas and information
represents one of the most immediate benefits of an online learning community of this nature:
Members can get immediate access to the information they need and spend less time hunting for
information or solutions (Wenger et al., 2002). By setting forth guidelines and proper
expectations, the effective online instructor can operationalize this harvesting and sharing of
information to form a knowledge building community (Riel & Polin, 2001). The process of
harvesting and sharing information revolves around a common goal or series of learning
objectives, where members of the community work toward achieving levels of understanding
about the nature of the course subject matter (Riel & Polin, 2001). The members of the online
learning community in a hybrid course can through a process of continuous asynchronous
interaction become a living body of knowledge for the benefit of all of the members of the
community (Wenger et al., 2002).
The process of learning in the manner described above is most effective online as the
technological affordances can create new levels of collaboration not previously possible (Riel &
Fulton, 2001). It is stressed to the faculty in Abington College’s professional development
program for online teaching that technology is a tool used to foster communication and build
community, and technology is not a substitute for sound pedagogy. While a variety of eauthoring tools are shown to participants, the building of the online learning community is the
primary learning objective for the course. The concept of community building is demonstrated
by the instructor of the course, who facilitates discussions in class and online in an effort to
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demonstrate the community model. The modeling by the instructor is done in the hopes that
participants will use these same techniques when they go on to teach their hybrid courses at the
Abington College.
In addition to the initial faculty development course taught by the director for the Center
for Teaching and Learning, experienced faculty members teaching hybrid courses also engage
with the community of learners to share best practices. The concept is built upon Wenger et. al
(2002) communities of practice model. Communities of practice are defined as groups of people
who share a common goal or problem and who work toward the goal or solution by interacting
on an ongoing basis to expand their knowledge (Wenger et al., 2002). The model can not only be
applied to the faculty of the Abington College who are working as a group to hone their skills in
online teaching, but also to their students who work in a similar manner in a hybrid course to
meet the course goals and objectives. If that group over time develops a common identity, they
can become a community of practice (Wenger et al., 2002). It has been the hope of the
administration of the Abington College that faculty who teach hybrid courses become a
community of practice. To be clear, communities of practice are organic in their formation, but
the conditions can be nurtured to allow for such growth among a group of learners (Wenger et al.,
2002). It has been the goal of the Center for Teaching and Learning and the administration at
Abington to create such conditions through the design and delivery of the faculty development
course for online teaching.
As previously mentioned, technology is integral to online instruction and is a part of
faculty development, but it must be built upon sound pedagogy. Ultimately the use of technology
should be predicated on fostering thoughtful discussion and act as a conduit to contribute to the
rich web of ideas produced by the online learning community (Bruckman, 2006). What this
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means is that participants in the online learning community should be learning with technology,
not from technology (Jonassen, 1995). In other words, technology should not be used to replicate
the didactic lecture-based instruction seen often in the traditional classroom. Participants in the
online teaching course are steered away from creating too much content that is not highly
interactive. Specifically, the online learning environment should not contain too much absorbrelated content, with students passively listening to lectures or watching a talking head (Horton,
2011). Avoiding passivity is an especially import concept as it relates to Astin’s (1984) theory of
student involvement, a widely cited theory of student persistence, that will be explored later in
this chapter. Additionally it is important to note that such passivity and absorb-related content
can often come in the form of canned recorded lectures or similar materials that require no
interaction between peers and no interaction between instructor or learner. The lack of
interaction can make the student perceive the learning environment as cold or sterile and is also a
characteristic students reference as evidence of poor teaching (Watkins & Mazur, 2013).
Research shows that students feel they are receiving quality online instruction when the
presence of their fellow classmates and instructors is at a high level (Stewart, Hong, & Strudler,
2004). Therefore the role of technology within the online learning environment should be one of
creating more opportunities for participants and instructors to maintain a high quality presence in
the course. The creation of more opportunities for interaction also fits into the model of
persistence for traditional students, who exhibit higher levels in the predictors of persistence
when they are more socially connected and the instructors are more approachable (Roberts et al.,
2005). Roberts et al. (2005) recommend the use of technology to leverage group dynamics for
this purpose.
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The final element for the framework of the professional development course for online
teaching at the Abington College centers on informing participants of Penn State’s quality
assurance standards for online learning. These are aspects of quality course design adopted by
the University to assure that all students taking an online or hybrid course receive the same
quality in their academic experience as they would if they were enrolled in a traditional course.
These standards have been adopted from the quality matters rubric to evaluate the academic
quality of an online or partially online course. The quality matters standards are being
increasingly used across institutions of higher education to provide a template for standards of
online instruction (Ralston-Berg & Nath, 2011). In particular the Quality Matters set of standards
and accompanying rubric has garnered a great deal of attention nationally. These standards
include:
•

Ease of navigation in the course.

•

Clear learning objectives.

•

Prompt and personalized feedback.

•

Clear list of the technical requirements.

•

Clear process in place for students to receive technical assistance.

•

Proper accessibility.

Ralston-Berg & Nath (2011) through qualitative research with online students found the quality
matters benchmarks were consistent with what online students felt constituted quality online
instruction and course design. The role of quality is important in the lens of this study as all
instructors at the Abington College are required to take a professional development course in
online teaching and hybrid course design in order to teach such a course at the college. In that
professional development course (OL2000H), the Quality Matters rubric is stressed as the

27
standard by which hybrid courses should be designed and how they will be evaluated. It is the
hope of the College that this practice will result in high levels of student satisfaction in hybrid
courses.
Equipped with the knowledge of how online learning communities function as well as
their benefits, it is the hope of the administration of the Abington College that cohesive and
productive online learning communities are thriving within all of the hybrid course offerings. A
survey conducted by the Center for Teaching and Learning at Abington of the participants in
OL2000H found prior to taking the professional development course 49% of the participants
subscribed to a community-based learning approach as opposed to 91% subscribing to a
community-based approach after completing the program (Roche, Costello, Anderson, &
McQuiggen, 2012). All of the instructors teaching hybrid courses in this study have undergone
this professional development program, which helps form the basis of the hypothesis. The
instructors teaching the hybrid course for this study overwhelmingly subscribe to a community
approach and have been trained to implement and cultivate communities within their hybrid
courses. Therefore, it follows that the students taking these courses should feel connected to a
community more so than students in the traditional courses taught by instructors who have not
had the benefit of this training and may or may not subscribe to a community-based approach.
This helps form the basis of the primary hypothesis that students who take hybrid courses will
exhibit a greater level of sense of belonging than the students enrolled in the traditional modality
of the course.
Student Persistence
Researchers have studied the concept of student persistence and the associated dropout
phenomenon for more than 30 years (Barefoot, 2004). However, what has not been studied is
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how the impact of student experiences in hybrid courses might impact traditional models of
student persistence. Tinto (year?) created a model that has served as a basis or archetype against
which other models of student persistence are compared and contrasted (Barefoot, 2004). It’s the
model that is most widely explored and discussed in higher education literature (Milem & Berger,
1997). Tinto (1987) conceptualized a student’s likelihood to persist on the student’s own
perception of how well they had integrated into the academic and social aspects of the institution.
It is important to note the social aspects of the persistence model because as Roberts et al. (2005)
mention students are not simply academic beings, but social ones. Also important to note that
Tinto (1997) himself points out that the experiences in the classroom itself are severely lacking
in studies of the student persistence model.
Tinto’s Model of Student Persistence
Tinto’s model (1987) contains three components: separation, transition, and incorporation.
The community theme is dominant in these components as the separation stage involves the
student leaving past communities to prepare for new ones. The preparation process is the
transition stage in Tinto’s model. The final component, incorporation, involves the student
becoming a part of new communities in the institution. Previously, studies have been conducted
using Tinto’s framework to determine if first-year learning communities improved a student’s
sense of belonging to the institution (Hoffman et al., 2002). Using the Sense of Belonging scale,
which will be explored later in this chapter, Hoffman et al. (2002) found that students in firstyear learning communities do indeed exhibit a greater sense of belonging than students who
choose not to be a part of these programs. From this conceptual framework, the researcher will
attempt to determine if similar results can come from online learning communities in hybrid
course offerings. Milem and Berger (1997) pose a similar question in their analysis of the Tinto
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and Astin models of persistence, stating that it is critical to the research on student persistence to
identify processes that ease the transition.
In Tinto’s model, interactivity is key. The more a student interacts with other students
and faculty, the more likely they are to persist (Tinto, 1997). Tinto makes the same case for
integration, concluding that integrating socially and academically influence persistence in
separate ways, and students are even more likely to persist when integration is achieved in both
the social and academic systems of the institution. Tinto goes on to compare this influence across
different kinds of institutions. On nonresidential campuses, there is much less opportunity for
student interactions with faculty and peers. For this reason the classroom itself and its associated
interactions have the most influence on the student’s sense of how well they have integrated into
the college community. Personalized interactions and their role in Tinto’s model form the
primary conceptual framework for this study as the researcher believes that extending the
classroom into the online learning environment, which is available to the student 24 hours a day,
will increase student feelings of belonging because they have more opportunities for interaction.
Tinto stresses the importance of instructors promoting peer interaction, which aligns with the
objectives of the faculty development model previously explained. Tinto also makes the case that
interactions in virtual environments such as web-based instruction should be studied and
explored. Tinto states the possibility of engagement and integration through online learning
environments is worthy of exploration and study to determine how such environments might fit
into the persistence model (Tinto, 1997).
Astin’s Theory of Involvement
It is important to point out that there is another model of student persistence that is
referenced nearly as much as Tinto’s model, which is the theory of involvement (Astin, 1984).
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Astin defines involvement as “the amount of physical and psychological energy that the student
devotes to the academic experience” (p. 518). In this model, Astin ascribes five fundamental
postulates to his theory. The first postulate is the investment of physical and psychological
energy in various objects. By the term objects, Astin is referring to aspects of the student’s
experience, be they general or specific. These objects can be as general as the student’s first-year
experience at an institution or as specific as the process of studying for an exam in a particular
class. Astin’s second postulate revolves around how different students approach these objects in
different manners. For example, the degree to which a student engages in the process of studying
for an exam in a particular course, or the lack of their engagement in that process. The
engagement on the part of the student is in a constant state of flux as different students apply
varying degrees of engagement with these objects at various times in their academic career.
In his third postulate, Astin points out that these objects can have both qualitative and
quantitative properties. In the previous example of exam preparation, a quantitative property
would be the amount of time put into exam preparation while a qualitative property would be the
methods used to prepare for the exam and the associated effectiveness. Astin’s fourth postulate
states that student learning is proportional to the qualitative and quantitative aspects of student
involvement in an academic program. Finally, the fifth postulate states that the effectiveness of
any academic policy or practice is directly related to its capacity to increase student involvement.
Astin specifically stresses the importance of curriculum in his theory, stating that any
curriculum must elicit student effort and expenditure of energy to achieve desirable learning
outcomes. The emphasis on curriculum directly relates to the concept of the community-based
structure and quality assurance standards incorporated into the hybrid courses at the Abington
College.
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Astin (1984) also addresses the contrast between residential and nonresidential campuses,
noting that the involvement of faculty and students at the latter seems to be minimal. Astin goes
on to state that students living on campus are more involved in campus life, and their chances of
persisting are greater than commuter students. However, it should be noted, that like Tinto’s
original model, Astin’s theory was developed prior to the proliferation of online learning and
before the advent of newer technologies that allow for the substantive discourse between student
and instructor. The unexplored role that virtual spaces may play in Tinto’s model or Astin’s
theory provide another opportunity to examine whether the online learning environment can
extend the student experience beyond the brick and mortar campus to challenge long-standing
notions of existing models of student persistence. Astin himself states that finding more
opportunities for meaningful interaction between students and faculty would be beneficial on
most college campuses.
The Synthesis of Tinto’s Model and Astin’s Theory
While Tinto’s model of student persistence and Astin’s theory of student belonging are
the most commonly cited approaches to student persistence in the literature, the relationship
between the two is not often empirically studied (Milem & Berger, 1997). In their study, Milem
& Berger (1997) create a conceptual model of student persistence that integrates aspects of
Astin’s theory of student involvement into Tinto’s model in an effort to better understand how
both the process of student involvement with various aspects of college life affects the
integration of the student into the new environment of the college community. In Tinto’s model,
he discusses the importance of student interaction with peers and with faculty. The significance
of interaction is a primary area of overlap between Tinto’s model and Astin’s theory.
Specifically, the more interaction that occurs between students and faculty, the more students
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will be involved in campus life (Astin) and the smoother the acclimation will be into the
collegiate system (Tinto).
Milim & Berger (1997) were interested in studying specifically what behavioral
mechanisms in the campus environment facilitat or hinder the process of acclimation. As
previously mentioned, a significant part of the Tinto model is the students perceived sense of fit
within the institution. Milim and Berger were additionally interested in discovering the
relationship between this perception and behaviors during the integration process described in
Tinto’s model. The perception of sense of fit refers to the student’s beliefs about how well they
feel a part of both the social and academic aspects of the college or university. It is that
perception Milim & Berger study seeks to study along with associated behaviors that arise from
it.
Milim and Berger further synthesize Tinto’s model and Astin’s theory by suggesting that
transition into the collegiate environment results from a series of interactions between
perceptions and behaviors. In Astin’s theory previously discussed, it was the student’s interaction
with various objects both quantitatively and qualitatively that influenced their involvement with
the institution. In the Milem & Berger study, they suggest that student behavior influences the
student’s perception of sense of fit into the institution thus connecting Astin’s theory with
Tinto’s model. Subsequently, according to the researchers, student perception will influence the
amount of energy put into the various objects referenced in Astin’s theory. The energy
expenditure will influence involvement, which will in turn influence acclimation into the
collegiate system discussed in Tinto’s model.
The goal of this hybrid model is to explain how interaction with various academic and
social aspects of the institution can affect the acclimation process. They describe this model as
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the behavior-perception-behavior model, which describes the acclimation process. The
researchers used three rounds of data collection applying three different survey instruments to
capture the effects specified in the model. As Astin suggested in his theory, the findings from the
Milim & Berger study found that student interaction with faculty both in and out of the
classroom and student perception of institutional support influences the perceived sense of fit
within the academic aspects of the institution per Tinto’s model. Additionally, high levels of
peer interaction support higher levels of perceived sense of fit into the social aspects of the
institution. What can be concluded from this synthesis of the Tinto model and the Astin theory is
that a high degree of interactivity influences students’ sense of belonging to the college. The
conclusion lays more groundwork to support the case for hybrid courses. Specifically, courses
that are more interactive should increase student sense of belonging.
The Tinto model and Astin’s theory have been useful for administrators to design
interventions and evaluate programs designed to improve student persistence and, ultimately,
retention rates. Some prime examples of these programs and interventions are first- year
seminars, first- year experiences, and first- year learning communities. From Tinto’s model, and
Astin’s theory, its been concluded that increasing student involvement and easing the transition
into the collegiate environment can have a positive affect on student persistence. For this reason,
programs like first-year seminars, first-year experiences, and learning communities are designed
to ease the transition to college by increasing opportunities for involvement and interaction.
Frequently, first-year learning communities are a cohort of students who take multiple classes
together as a group along with a first-year seminar (Hoffman et al., 2002). The nature of a
learning community has many of the attributes to ease the transition of the student into a college
or university as described in Tinto’s model. Tinto defined this transition as a student’s own sense
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of fit within the academic and social systems of the institution, in essence is the student’s sense
of belonging. Prior to the study conducted by Hoffman et al. (2002), very little research existed
about measuring student’s sense of belonging or empirically testing it. Consequently, student
sense of belonging was left out of many popular attrition models. Gaining insight into the factors
that influence student sense of belonging can provide some valuable benefits for colleges and
universities, such as the design and evaluation of programs and intervention strategies (Hoffman
et al., 2002).
The Role of Technology in Student Persistence
Much of the most recent literature on student persistence in higher education focuses on
the role of technology in student acclimation to the social and academic aspects of the institution
or how technology can impact levels of interactivity and engagement among students. Both of
these concepts of the role of technology in student persistence can be related back to Tinto’s
framework and Astin’s theory. While one could argue that social networking cites like Facebook
draw away from more meaningful engagement in academic activities, a recent study specifically
debunked such an argument. It found that Facebook can ease a student’s transition into the
collegiate environment (Gray, Vitak, Easton, & Ellison, 2013). Specifically, Gray et al. (2013)
found that social networking via Facebook fosters opportunities for relationships among peers at
an institution and builds a support structure. This directly relates to Tinto’s (1987) model, which
found that student persistence is largely predicated on a student’s perceived sense of fit to the
academic and social aspects of the institution. Gray et al. found that the number of Facebook
friends a student has at an institution predicts the level of social adjustment among first-year
students, which in turn increases the likelihood that students will return the following year.
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Furthermore, Gray et al.’s findings suggest that student interaction via Facebook includes
academic support and collaboration on academic projects and endeavors.
Gray et al.’s (2013) finding are consistent with a study conducted by Barczyk and
Duncan (2013), which found that student and faculty interaction via Facebook enhanced
participation and discussion. In the Barczyk and Duncan (2013) study, the use of Facebook in
classes enhanced student perceptions of social learning and connectedness particularly in
students over the age of 25. Also important to note in the findings of the Barczyk and Duncan
study, is that while students had a favorable view of the use of Facebook in classes, they did not
perceive Facebook to be more effective than the LMS (Blackboard), nor did they prefer using
Facebook over the LMS. The finding is particularly interesting in that it would appear the
medium in which students are interacting online is not as important as the kinds of interactions..
In addition to Facebook, Twitter presents a different medium in which students and
faculty can engage. While Facebook tends to be more popular, educators have been more
inclined to use Twitter possibly because it is “more amenable to ongoing public dialogue” (Junco,
Elavsky, & Heiberger, 2013, p. 273). Junco et al. conducted a study in which student
engagement via the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) was measured and found
that students who engaged with instructors and peers via Twitter exhibited higher scores.
Additionally, students in the Twitter group also had higher GPAs leading Junco et al. to conclude
that interaction via Twitter with instructors and peers led to higher levels of academic
engagement and performance. The finding is particularly interesting when related to Astin’s
(1984) theory of involvement as Twitter provides for additional opportunities for interactivity
with faculty and peers.
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Sense of Belonging
Hagerty & Patusky (1995) define sense of belonging as “the experience of personal
involvement in a system or environment so that persons feel themselves to be an
integral part of that system or environment" (p. 173). The definition fits nicely into Tinto’s
model as Tinto (1987) conceptualized a student’s likelihood to persist on the student’s perception
of how well they had integrated into the academic and social aspects of the institution. Defining
sense of belonging and relating it to Tinto’s model provides the conceptual framework that links
student sense of belonging to student persistence. This connection forms the basis of the study
conducted by Hoffman et al. (2002) to determine if first-year learning communities increase
student sense of belonging. Specifically, the greater a student’s sense of belonging at an
institution, the more likely the student will remain at the college (Hoffman et al., 2002). For this
reason, Hoffman et al. created and refined the sense of belonging scale (SBS), which will be
used in this study. The process for creating this scale will be described later in this chapter when
survey instruments to assess student attitudes and behaviors are explored.
The SBS was used by Hoffman et al. (2002) to analyze the differences between groups in
perceived peer support, perceived faculty academic support/comfort, classroom comfort,
perceived isolation, and perceived empathetic faculty understanding. The two groups being
studied were students in learning communities, and students who were not. The SBS was
distributed to students across 17 sections of a general psychology course, and only responses
from students in their first year of college were used in the analysis. The results of the study
showed higher levels on the SBS from students in learning communities in all five factors. The
researchers concluded based on the SBS that learning communities facilitated the development
of relationships that integrated the participants into both the social and academic aspects of the
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institutions by allowing for greater levels of interaction among peers and with faculty. Based on
these findings, the number of learning communities at the University of Rhode Island has
doubled since this study was conducted, and the SBS continues to be administered in first-year
seminar courses.
Evaluating Courses to Study Students Attitudes
Positive and negative student attitudes about a course do not necessarily reflect the
amount of learning that has occurred (Biner, 1993). However, as Biner (1993) suggests, there
should be a systematic review process in place to gauge student attitudes about courses. For the
purposes of this study, the researcher is most interested in student attitudes about their sense of
fit within the college system after taking a course, be it hybrid or traditional. Looking at attitudes
that influence persistence is important to do at a course level, Barefoot (2004) points out. The
perception in higher education is that matters related to retention are administrative in nature,
and faculty are too often relieved of any responsibility to relate their practices in the classroom to
matters of students persistence. The challenge when attempting to examine a population of
students in hybrid and traditional courses and perceptions of their sense of integration into the
social and academic aspects of the institution is finding an instrument that captures the attitudes
and experiences of both sets of students.
Evaluating Distance Education Courses: History and Context
While distance education traces back to correspondence via mail, literature on the
evaluation of online courses as we know them today often cites the evaluation of televised
courses. Biner (1993) recognized the necessity to evaluate courses delivered via closed circuit
television as it was a growing medium in the early 1990s and the high cost of implementing and
maintaining televised courses required some data to show they could be effective. There are
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comparisons to be made to the online medium, as it is experiencing widespread growth, and
there is also a critical need for evaluation (Allen & Seaman, 2007). Through a four-step process,
Biner (1993) surveyed graduate and undergraduate students enrolled in televised courses to
determine factors that could potentially affect the quality of televised courses. The four step
process Biner employed has been the basis for the creation of other survey instruments to
evaluate online courses (Roberts et al., 2005).
Biner concluded that there were three factors that determined student’s attitudes about the
quality of televised course: instructor/instruction, technological, and management/coordination
aspects. While the latter factor is a product of the technology at the time, as the medium of
televised courses didn’t always allow for smooth distribution of course materials, the two former
factors still have relevance to the evaluation of distance learning courses today. Technical
aspects of online courses are evaluated using the quality matters rubric mentioned earlier in this
chapter. The instructional/instructor aspects centered on instructor availability and sense of
belonging to the classroom community, which are factors in the survey instrument used for this
study.
The Distance Learning Environments Survey
Previously, hybrid courses at the Abington College were evaluated using DELES, the
Distance Education Learning Environment Survey that was developed to evaluate the
effectiveness of various online learning environments by assessing student attitudes (Walker &
Fraser, 2005). As Walker & Fraser (2005) point out, many online courses attempt to replicate
the same kind of instruction that typically occurs in the traditional classroom, which is the same
didactic model used by the ancient Greeks. As mentioned previously in this chapter, successful
online teaching is a result of a new paradigm that requires higher levels of interactivity, and
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instructors take on new roles (Palloff & Pratt, 1999). The challenge for administrators and
instructors then becomes determining if this new paradigm has been achieved in an online course.
The DELES seeks to assess the qualities of an online learning environment in a course and the
design and execution of that course. There is a definitely a need for such a tool to ensure the
needs of the students are being met and to create the highest quality learning experience
(Howland & Moore, 2002). Furthermore, in addition to various learner characteristics, the
environment in which a student learns in can explain variances in student outcomes (Walker &
Fraser, 2005). The environment and interactions within that environment have a tremendous
impact on the experience for the students including aspects of community structure and
instructional approach as well as Tinto’s model and Astin’s theory. The DELES seeks to
evaluate environment for the online learning environment in a course.
Additionally, the DELES was used in a study of the effectiveness of online graduate
courses at another university (Wickersham & McGee, 2008). Wickersham & McGee (2008)
were interested in the DELES to evaluate both online instruction and the design of the course
itself. In this study both the instructor and students completed the DELES three times during the
semester. The goal of this process was to provide the instructor with insight into the student
experience of the online course and to provide information about the instructor’s perceptions of
the course compared with that of the students.
The scale for the DELES was created and refined by Walker & Frasier (2005) in a threestage process involving polling undergraduate, graduate, and doctoral students in online courses.
After tests for reliability, validity, and a factor analysis were conducted, a refined 34-item
version of the DELES was developed that included six factors. The factors were student
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interaction and collaboration, instructor support, personal relevance, authentic learning, student
autonomy, and active learning.
Walker & Frasier in their study concluded that student interaction and collaboration are
important, but personal relevance with regard to the subject matter and how authentically it is
addressed by the instructor all play key roles in influencing student attitudes about the quality of
the online instruction they receive. The DELES was designed to assess a growing learning
environment in higher education, the online learning environment, for which an instrument had
not previously existed. The DELES has since become a widely cited survey instrument and has
been used at the Abington College to evaluate the effectiveness of hybrid course offerings.
The researcher for this study had originally considered using this instrument to compare
student attitudes about the online learning environment in hybrid courses and the traditional
classroom environment. However, it was decided that since this instrument was written
specifically to evaluate online courses, an instrument that was neutral in terms of course
modality would be a better option for this study. The rationale for this decision was also the case
with several other instruments used to study online and blended courses. Instruments such as the
collaborative learning, social presence, and satisfaction scale contain a component for evaluating
the technical aspects of a course, which would obviously not apply to a traditional course (So &
Brush, 2008).
Evaluating the Online Learning Environment
Evaluating an online course in comparison to a traditional course represents a significant
challenge. It can be very difficult to find a survey instrument that would consistently rate the
quality of both modalities because online courses are significantly impacted by the delivery
methods employed (Roberts et al., 2005). In other words, at the Abington College, the delivery
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method for hybrid courses is the ANGEL LMS for the online portions of the course. Evaluating
the course would in some measurable way would be an evaluation of ANGEL as well. In the
case of ANGEL, it is an older LMS reaching its end of life. It was for this reason that the
researcher chose to evaluate student attitudes as they relate to the conceptual framework of
student persistence as a result of the experience of being a student in a hybrid course, rather than
attempting to evaluate the course itself against a course taught in a traditional modality.
When one examines survey instruments to evaluate online courses, however, some of the
same themes from Tinto’s model and Astin’s theory emerge. Roberts et al. developed an
instrument to evaluate online courses using the same four-step process used in Biner’s
development of a survey instrument for televised courses. The instrument included nine
dimensions, and the first two are learner-instructor interaction and learner-learning interaction,
which represent the academic and social aspects of Tinto’s model. The kinds of feelings and
attitudes based on student interaction with instructors and peers is a frequent measure found in
the literature to evaluate factors related to course satisfaction and student persistence.
Other Considerations
Another consideration for a survey instrument for this study was Rovai’s (2002a)
classroom community scale. The researcher for this study is interested in the effectiveness of the
classroom community in the College’s hybrid courses, which the classroom community scale
measures. Like the SBS, the classroom community scale does measure connectedness which fits
into Tinto’s model. However, it lacks clearly defined items that relate to the sense of fit with the
academic aspects of the institution. Additionally, the scale was developed for graduate courses,
and Rovai concludes it is a efficient instrument to assess the graduate students’ sense of
community. There are no graduate course offerings at the Abington College.
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Additionally the researcher for this study is interested in factors relating to persistence in
undergraduate students. An effective scale for graduate students’ sense of community within
their courses may not be transferable to the undergraduate experience. For the purposes of this
study, it is essential for the researcher to use a scale that captures student attitudes about their
acclimation to both the academic and social aspects of the college in accordance with Tinto’s
model.
The Sense of Belonging Scale
The sense of belonging scale was created by Hoffman et al. (2002) in order to assess
sense of belonging as it relates to Astin’s theory and Tinto’s model. Specifically the scale
investigates the relationship between students and faculty as well as students and peers.
Examining both the social and academic relationships can determine the student’s perceived
sense of fit into both institutional aspects as both are critical in Tinto’s model of student
persistence. Hoffman et al. (2002) began developing the scale through qualitative investigation
with select focus groups from the freshman class at the University of Rhode Island. Questions
were asked to examine the perceptual and behavioral qualities of the student’s collegiate
experience. The students were asked about their relationships with their peers, experiences with
faculty, participation in campus activities, challenges encountered in their first year of college,
satisfaction with the university, and intention to persist.
From qualitative data analysis and coding several factors emerged that were important to
student-peer relationships and student-faculty relationships. Factors that emerged in student-peer
relationships included perceptions of social and academic support from peers as well as comfort
with peers in the classroom environment. Factors that emerged from student-faculty relationships
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included perception of faculty as compassionate/humane, perceived as being valued by faculty,
comfort with faculty, and perceived faculty support.
From these responses the sense of belonging scale (SBS) was written as a three-part
survey. The first part asks the participants for basic demographic information, and the following
two parts contained 50 items related to student-peer and student-faculty relationships. These
items required a response of either completely true, mostly true, equally true/untrue, mostly
untrue, or completely untrue. Respondents were asked to think carefully about each item and
respond based on their experiences in the current academic year. Each item was analyzed using
an independent samples t test between students who were in learning communities and students
who were not, with the alpha set at .05. Of the 50 items, 47 resulted in significant differences
between the two groups. The scale was then refined through an exploratory analysis.
Hoffman et al. (2002) were able to refine the scale to 26 items, which mostly reflected
student sense of belonging based on student-peer and student-faculty measures. From this scale,
five dimensions were identified: perceived peer support, perceived faculty academic
support/comfort, classroom comfort, perceived isolation, and perceived empathetic faculty
understanding.
The SBS will be the survey instrument for this study to examine the perception of the
students in hybrid and traditional classes to study their sense of belonging, and the differences, if
any, between the two groups. The five factors described above will be used in this study as well
along with the item on student satisfaction that appeared in the original SBS.
Student Satisfaction
Frequent interaction between students and faculty is a stronger indicator of satisfaction
than any other student or institutional characteristic (Astin, 1984). One of the advantages of the
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online learning environment discussed earlier is that it allows for such frequent interaction. A
component of the quality assurances standards stressed in the faculty development program at
the Abington College is the concept of prompt and personalized feedback to the students.
Therefore, it stands to reason that hybrid courses predicated on these concepts should foster more
frequent interaction between students and faculty.
The University of Central Florida, which is one of the leading institutions in online and
blended courses, reported that 83% of students who took online courses were satisfied with their
academic program, and their students indicated “replacing at least a portion of classroom time
with online instruction provides them with the opportunity to accommodate their family, work,
and academic lives” (Moskal, Dziuban, Upchurch, Hartman, & Truman, 2006, p. 28). At a
nonresidential campus, where students need to make similar accommodations for factors such as
work or family, the researcher is interested if student attitudes about replacing portions of
classroom instruction with online instruction would provide similar results at the Abington
College.
These qualities provide the rationale for examining satisfaction as a secondary dependent
variable in this study. The original version of the SBS had satisfaction as a dependent variable,
and the factor will be added back in to the 26-item SBS for the purposes of this study to analyze
the secondary dependent variable of student satisfaction.
Student Evaluations
While some have argued that student evaluations of courses are not accurate, high
correlations exist between the ratings students give to courses and those from administrators and
peers (Felder, 1992). Student satisfaction, and other perceptions as a result of taking a course
represent a perceived value on the part of the student in terms of their overall educational
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experience (Astin, 1993). Gauging the attitudes of students is particularly important in courses
with an online component, as attrition rates have been higher in online courses versus traditional
courses (Bolliger & Wasilik, 2012). Student feedback can provide valuable data about the
effectiveness of a course and give administrators insight on whether to expand certain kinds of
offerings such as online or partially online courses. For example, a study conducted by Bolliger
and Wasilik (2012) revealed that 92.5% of students taking online courses would enroll in another
online course. Student ratings provide a valid and reliable assessment of course and instructor
effectiveness. It was on this basis along with the conceptual framework explored in this chapter
that it was decided that measuring student attitudes on hybrid and traditional courses would
provide the best source of data for this study.
The Role of Demographics
Four demographic factors from the SBS will be used to conduct an exploratory analysis:
class standing, gender, race, and age. In reviewing the literature, demographic factors have had
some bearing on studies of student behaviors and attitudes toward their academic experience.
Specifically, demographic factors can influence perceived levels of satisfaction in online courses
(Bolliger & Wasilik, 2012).
In a study of student sense of community in asynchronous learning networks, Rovai
(2002a) conducted independent samples t tests to explore differences in gender in their responses
to the classroom community scale. Female respondents showed statistically significant higher
levels of connectedness and cognitive learning. Rovai in his concluding remarks of the study
stated the data suggested that female students felt more connected to the virtual classroom
community than their male counterparts. However, the relationship was admittedly weak in the
study. Be that as it may, these findings suggest support for theories of differences in gender in
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adult learning theory, which differentiates communication patterns among men and women
(Belenky, 1997). In the theory developed by Belenky (1997), men typically utilize an
independent voice, and women typically utilize a connected voice, which is centered on
relational communication (Belenky, 1997). It should be pointed out that the original study using
the SBS collected data on gender but did not indicate an analysis was conducted to determine
what difference, if any, existed between the groups. Similarly, Morrow & Ackerman (2012) only
reported out the percentage of female and male participants and did not report any analysis
conducted to measure differences between groups. This study will conduct such an analysis to
determine if there are statistically significant differences between gender groups.
Analysis also will be conducted based on class standing to determine if there are
differences among freshmen, sophomores, juniors, and seniors in terms of their response to the
SBS. Tinto’s (1987) model as previously discussed in this chapter is predicated on how students
acclimate socially and academically to the collegiate environment. Tinto (1997) notes that
student attrition is most common in the first year, and the degree a student is involved in the
social and academic aspects of the institution matters the most in the first year. Tinto (1996)
reported that over half of all students who do not persist at a college or university, leave prior to
their second year. Similarly, retention efforts at the Abington College have centered on first and
second year students. Determining what differences, if any, exist among students in their sense
of belonging to the institution based on class standing could yield valuable data.
Another demographic factor that will be examined is race. In a study of student sense of
community in asynchronous learning networks, Rovai (2002a) found that race was not a
significant factor. Rovai predicted there would be no statistically significant differences among
members of different ethnic groups in their perceived sense of community and cognitive learning
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in an online environment. However, this study will explore the blended learning environment,
and the difference in modality could yield a different result in the data analysis.
Age can be a factor in the attitudes and experiences of younger learners in hybrid courses
because hybrid courses tend to be constructive in nature (Wickersham & McGee, 2008).
Constructive learning can be challenging for younger, less mature learners because it tends to be
active in nature as opposed to the traditional didactic models of instruction that only require the
student to listen passively to the instructor’s lecture (Wickersham & McGee, 2008). This
adjustment often comes with experiences, as the more a student encounters an active learning
environment, the more likely they are to grow accustomed to the instructor as a guide on the side
as opposed to a sage on the stage (Richardson & Newby, 2006, p. 32).
Additionally, in a study conducted to investigate the role of student cognitive engagement
in online learning, it was discovered that age was a significant factor (Richardson & Newby,
2006). In that study, Richardson & Newby (2006) found that younger students were more likely
to only meet minimum requirements in online courses. Younger college students as previously
explored in this chapter also have the additional challenge of acclimating to the social and
academic aspects of the institution (Tinto, 1987). For these reasons, the researcher will explore
the relationship, if any, that exists between student’s age and sense of belonging and satisfaction.
Summary
This study is predicated on Tinto’s model as a theoretical framework to explore the
impact of community-based hybrid courses on student sense of belonging and satisfaction.
Research on the impact of online and partially online course offerings can contribute greatly to
the body of knowledge as the demand for online course offerings is increasing year by year as is
the number of these course offerings (Allen & Seaman, 2010). As online learning has become a
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greater presence in higher education, research about best practices for online teaching and course
design has likewise grown. The growth in online learning in higher education has created a
paradigm shift for instructors as they make the transition to teaching in the online learning
environment. The model of the instructor as the sage on the stage is dated and in online courses
the instructor must instead embrace the role of the guide on the side (Richardson & Newby, 2006,
p. 32). In other words, the old model of lecture-based instruction, which is the same didactic
model of instruction used by the ancient Greeks, does not make sense in the online learning
environment (Walker & Frasier, 2005). The creation of a successful online learning environment
requires the building of community and fostering meaningful interaction among the learners
(Palloff & Pratt, 1999).
Online learning has grown in popularity starting with a surge during the dotcom bubble
of the 1990s and continuing in the aftermath of the Great Recession of 2008 (Allen & Seaman,
2010; Hafner, 2002). Credibility for the modality of online learning was solidified in the minds
of many with the finding that there was no significant difference in learning outcomes between
online and traditional students (Russell, 1999). Out of these conditions hybrid courses gained a
great deal of popularity when a meta-analysis commissioned by the U.S. Department of
Education concluded that supplementing face-to-face instruction with online learning produced
stronger learning outcomes than traditional instruction with no online component (Means et al.,
2009). The finding by Means et al. was also confirmed by a study conducted by the University
of Central Florida, one of the largest adopters of the hybrid course format. It reported that
students taking courses in the hybrid format achieved at a higher level than their traditional
counterparts (Dziuban & Moskal, 2011). While learning outcomes in online and hybrid courses
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have been studied, effects of these types of courses on other aspects of campus life, such as
student persistence have yet to be thoroughly explored.
One of the most cited models of student persistence is Tinto’s (1987) model, in which
student persistence is predicated on the student’s perception of their acclimation to the social and
academic aspects of the institution. The sense of fit from Tinto’s model is also referred to as
sense of belonging (Hoffman et al., 2002). To measure student sense of belonging Hoffman et al.
(2002) developed the sense of belonging scale (SBS) in order to investigate the differences from
students who participated in first-year learning communities and those who did not. The findings
of this study concluded that students who participated in first-year learning communities did
exhibit greater levels of sense of belonging than students who did not. This study will use the
SBS to compare sense of belonging in students who take community-based hybrid courses and
those who do not.
Hybrid courses differ from traditional courses in that they should be highly interactive
and community-based. The high degree of interactivity is consistent with Astin’s (1984) theory
of involvement, which stresses the need to elicit high levels of student effort and expenditure of
effort to achieve desirable learning outcomes. Additionally, Astin makes the case for finding
more opportunities for meaningful interaction between instructors and students. Hybrid courses,
with their community approach and high degree of interactivity, can provide such opportunities.
While professors in a traditional modality may have found comfort and success with
lecture-based classes, the online learning environment requires the building of community and
fostering meaningful interaction among the learners (Palloff & Pratt, 1999). To assist instructors
at the Abington College with making the transition to what is often a new form of instruction for
them, a three-week professional development course offering was developed. The course uses
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the community-based model of Palloff & Pratt (1999) as its theoretical framework to encourage
faculty to create conditions in their hybrid courses where rich interactions among the students
can occur as well as opportunities for students to learn as much or more from each other than
from the instructor or texts.
To determine if efforts in designing meaningful online learning communities that
supplement traditional classroom instruction are successful, obtaining data from students is
fundamental. Biner (1993) suggests a systematic review process to gauge students’ attitudes
about their course experiences. Several instruments have been developed to determine the
effectiveness of the design of an online learning environment and student satisfaction with online
and blended courses. However, there is a lack of research in comparing the modalities to
determine if course delivery impacts student sense of belonging at an institution.
The researcher has used this conceptual framework to create a methodology explained in
chapter three in order to attempt to investigate the relationship between course modality and
sense of belonging.
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology
Overview
This study will focus on the impact of community aspects of hybrid courses at the
Abington College of the Pennsylvania State University and the potential impact on student
persistence and satisfaction. More specifically, this study will look at what impact, if any,
community-based hybrid course offerings have on sense of belonging to the greater college
community. The examination of the impact on sense of belonging is based on Tinto’s (1997)
model of student persistence, which is predicated on student transition into the academic and
social aspects of the college community. Ultimately, this study will measure a student’s sense of
fit into these aspects based on Tinto’s model using the SBS survey instrument. In addition to the
26-item SBS, two question sets will be added. The first new question set will gather
demographic information. A second item specific to satisfaction with the Abington College will
be added to gather information on overall student satisfaction with the college. The item on
satisfaction appeared on the original version of the SBS.
This study will attempt to answer the following research question: Do students who take
hybrid course offerings at a nonresidential campus exhibit increased levels of satisfaction and
sense of belonging? The population for this study will consist of students at the Abington
College enrolled in a hybrid course and students taking the same courses in a traditional modality.
The study will explore several demographic factors and how those factors relate to sense of
belonging and satisfaction at a nonresidential campus.
This chapter will outline the methodology for this study. The rationale for conducting this
study, its contribution to the body of knowledge, and a thorough explanation of the steps that will
be taken to assure validity and reliability will be explained. The setting for the study will be
described as well as the population that will be sampled. This study will use a survey instrument
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to collect the data. The sampling and data collection procedures will be detailed along with a
thorough description of the data management and analysis.
This study is designed to address the issue of student persistence in higher education
along with the potential impact of hybrid courses on student sense of connectedness with an
institution along with their overall satisfaction. Based upon Tinto’s (1997) model of student
persistence, a student’s perception about their sense of fit with an institution can have a
significant impact on their intention to remain at an institution or not. Sense of fit will be
quantified using the sense of belonging scale developed by Hoffman et al. (2002). The sense of
belonging scale was used in a study to determined if learning communities had an impact on a
student’s perceived sense of fit in accordance with Tinto’s (1997) model. The study concluded
that learning communities do have a positive impact on sense of belonging with the institution.
This study will use the same survey instrument to determine if community-based hybrid
courses also can have a positive impact on student sense of belonging at the Abington College,
and if students enrolled in these course offerings exhibit greater levels of sense of belonging and
satisfaction than students in traditional courses.
Research Design
The researcher chose a quantitative design for this study to establish a relationship
between the independent variables and the dependent variables of student satisfaction and
student sense of belonging. The independent variables that will be used in this study are gender,
age, race, class standing, GPA (self-reported), marital status, number of children, employment
status, number of hours worked per week, and number of hybrid courses taken.
The researcher through the data analysis will attempt to establish a relationship between
these independent variables and student sense of belonging and satisfaction in an effort to
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determine if students taking hybrid courses exhibit greater levels of sense of belonging and
satisfaction. This study will attempt to identify factors that influence an outcome, which is best
accomplished through a quantitative design (Creswell, 2013).
Specifically this study seeks to address the problem of student persistence. Previous
studies have indicated that a significant factor in student persistence is the student’s perception of
their own sense of fit into the academic and social aspects of the institution (Tinto, 1987).
Building upon this theoretical framework, a study was conducted using the Sense of Belonging
Scale (SBS) to determine if learning communities have a positive impact on student sense of
belonging (Morrow & Ackermann, 2012). This is a comparative study and will use the SBS
along with several questions to establish demographic characteristics to identify the factors that
influence sense of belonging and satisfaction.
The researcher through the data analysis will attempt to establish a relationship between
the independent variables employed in the study and student sense of belonging and satisfaction
in an effort to determine if students taking hybrid courses exhibit greater levels of sense of
belonging and satisfaction. The analysis will not only explore the course modality students are
enrolled in, but also several demographic factors. The analysis will attempt to establish whether
any, or all of these factors impact levels of satisfaction and sense of belonging.
Setting
The Abington College of the Pennsylvania State University is a small nonresidential
campus located in the suburbs of Philadelphia. Unlike many other commonwealth campuses in
the Penn State system, the Abington College is a four-year degree issuing institution. Unlike
many of its counterparts within the Penn State system, it has no residence halls. For this reason,
the campus attracts students from the greater Philadelphia area, many of whom work at least 20
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hours a week and contribute to their family’s household incomes. According to the Office of
Admissions, 40% of the student body is Pell Grant-eligible (personal communication from C.
Walters, September 15th, 2013). The total student enrollment as of fall of 2013 was just over
4,200 students, with 121 full-time faculty, and just over 100 adjunct faculty (source: Penn State
Abington Office of Academic Affairs).
In response to the administration’s desire for faculty support in the areas of LMS support
and hybrid course development, an instructional design specialist was hired in the summer of
2008. Within a year, hybrid courses were being developed and the offerings were added to the
course catalogue in the summer of 2010. By the summer of 2014, the Center for Teaching and
Learning was established to not only develop these hybrid course offerings, but also to evaluate
their effectiveness and offer professional development for faculty who wished to teach them. By
fall 2014, there were 21 hybrid courses offered at the Abington College.
This study will focus on the 11 hybrid courses being offered in the fall 2014 at the
Abington College that also had a traditional version of the course being offered simultaneously.
The researcher wanted to include a counterpart for every course being taught in a traditional
modality to establish a baseline for comparison. In choosing a counterpart, in some cases the
researcher had multiple courses sections to choose from for inclusion. For example, Comm 150,
an introduction to cinema class, is being offered as a hybrid and is included in this study. Two
sections of the same course are being offered in the traditional modality. To try to keep the
sample population comparable, when faced with the decision of which traditional section to
include, the researcher chose the section that was closer in size. For example in the case of
Comm 150, the hybrid section of the course has 29 students enrolled in it. Of the two traditional
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sections of Comm 150, the one with 31 students was chosen for inclusion over the other because
it more closely matched the hybrid version of the course in terms of class size.
The same selection process was used for the other 10 traditional course sections that were
chosen for inclusion in this study. It should also be noted that the researcher for this study
excluded 10 hybrid course sections because there was no traditional version of the course being
offered at the college in the same semester. In other words, the students enrolled in those course
sections had no choice in modality, and therefore had to take the hybrid version of the course.
The researcher believed this to be a significant distinction, and therefore excluded those courses
from this study.
It should also be noted that 16 individual faculty members teach the 22 courses involved
in this study. Two courses in this study, a business and a physics course, have two hybrid
sections. The same instructor teaches both of these multiple-course sections respectively (one
instructor for both hybrid physics courses, one for both hybrid business courses). The same is
true for the counterpart traditional courses, as the same instructor teaches both sections of the
traditional course offering. However, it is a different instructor than the faculty member teaching
the hybrid sections of the course.
To clarify, two sections of a hybrid business course are included in the study, both taught
by Professor X. Two sections of the traditional version of the same business course are also
included in the study, both taught by Professor Y. There are also 2 instructors teaching both the
hybrid and traditional versions of the course. An introduction to nutrition class has the same
instructor teaching the hybrid and the traditional versions. Likewise, an organizational
communication course has the same instructor teaching both the hybrid and traditional sections.
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All instructors teaching hybrid courses included in this study have undergone the required
faculty development for online teaching and hybrid course development that emphasizes the
community approach discussed earlier in this paper. However, since two of these instructors are
also teaching traditional courses included in this study, there are two instructors from the
traditional courses that also have undergone this faculty development. One other instructor
teaching a traditional section involved in this also has taken the faculty development course but
has yet to teach a hybrid course. All of the instructors teaching hybrid courses have taught the
course as a hybrid previously. All of the instructors teaching the traditional courses included in
this study have taught their courses before with the exception of one, who is new to the College.
With this one exception, all faculty included in this study have been teaching these courses for
over two years.
Population, Sample, and Sampling Procedures
The population for this study will be students enrolled in hybrid courses and
corresponding traditional courses at the Abington College of Penn during the fall semester of
2014. Of the 21 hybrid course offerings at the Abington College in the fall of 2014, 11 of them
have a corresponding traditional section, and the students enrolled in these 22 courses will be the
subjects that will be asked to take part in this study. It was decided by the researcher to only use
these courses to draw from so that each hybrid course would have a traditional course to use as a
baseline for comparison. The number of students enrolled in the 11 hybrid course sections is 220,
while the number of students enrolled in the 11 traditional sections is 261, for a total target
population of 481 students. The researcher will obtain the class lists for these courses from the
college registrar, which include the email addresses of the students enrolled. An email requesting
participation in the study, along with the consent form, and a link to the survey instrument will

57
be sent to the entire target population. A copy of the consent form will accompany the email, and
there will be an additional copy of the consent form the participants will be asked to sign
electronically on the survey link. Specifically, the participant will receive an email asking for
their participation with the consent form attached. Should the participant decide to take part in
this study, they will be directed to a link. There they will be asked to sign the consent form
electronically, and then they will be directed to the first series of items on the survey. The sample
for this study will be students from the target population that sign the consent form and answer
the survey.
Instrumentation
The survey instrument used in this study will be the sense of belonging scale (Hoffman et
al., 2002). The instrument is adopted from Hoffman et al.’s study (2002) to measure student
perception of their own sense of fit with the culture of the college or university they are attending.
It contains four demographic questions regarding age, gender, race, and class standing followed
by 26 scaled items for respondents to answer. The researcher for this study will add demographic
questions to the instrument to determine GPA (which will be self-reported), marital status,
number of children, employment status, number of hours worked per week, and number of
hybrid courses taken. The researcher is making the survey instrument available online for the
participants of this study. The researcher contacted the dean of University College and Special
Programs at the University of Rhode Island for permission to use the instrument for this study
via email. The dean, Dr. Jayne Richmond, responded to the researcher via email and granted her
permission for the use of this instrument in this study.
The SBS developed by Hoffman et al. (2002), is a published scientific scale that has been
validated. The original researchers ran a factor analysis to ensure validity, reliability, and to

58
determine the most effective items for the final version of the scale. The items in the scale were
obtained through a thorough review of the literature, qualitative research conducted on the
campus of the University of Rhode Island with first-year students, and finally a review stage
where the research team evaluated the items on the scale for relevancy, clarity, and
consciousness.
In this process the scale was refined from 85 items down to 26. The original 85-item
scale contained a 50-item measure investigating student/peer relationships, and a 35-item
measure examining student/faculty relationships. There were four underlying dimensions to the
student/peer relationship portion: perceived classroom comfort, isolation, academic support, and
social support. Those four factors explained 68.5 percent of the variance among the set of 50
items. There were three underlying dimensions among the 35 items examining student/faculty
relationships: empathetic understanding, perceived faculty academic support/comfort, and
perceived faculty social support/comfort. These three factors explained 73.3% of the variance
among the 35 items.
After the researchers conducted a final analysis, the SBS was scaled down to 26 items,
with 16 items measuring student/peer interaction and 10 for student/faculty interaction. The
finalized version of the SBS contained five factors: perceptions of peer support, faculty
support/comfort, classroom comfort, and isolation as well as empathetic faculty understanding.
The original study that utilized the SBS conducted by Hoffman et al. (2002) attempted to
determine if first-year seminar students who were in learning communities exhibited a greater
sense of belonging than students who were enrolled in stand-alone freshmen seminar courses.
The researchers conducted a survey among the target population of students enrolled in first-year
seminar courses. Students in a learning community had an n of 69, while students in stand alone
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seminar courses without being part of a learning community had an n of 136. The researchers
used independent sample t tests to compare the two groups with the alpha set for .05. The
researchers calculated the mean, standard deviation, t values, and significance levels for the
responses between the two groups. It was determined that students in learning communities
exhibited higher levels of belonging in all five factors of the SBS. This study has been cited 139
times since it was published in 2002.
Data Collection Procedures
This study will similarly use the SBS to compare the sense of belonging between students
enrolled in community-based hybrid courses and students taking the same courses in a traditional
modality. The SBS also contains a measure for student satisfaction, which will be compared
between the two groups as well. The SBS will be typed up onto the survey tool that resides on
the Abington College web servers. The survey tool has been used for several years by
researchers at Penn State Abington for web-based surveys. It is a useful tool since participants
are directed to the Penn State Abington website, and all data collected resides on the college’s
local servers. The survey tool on the Abington website eliminates the need for a third party
vendor and greatly limits the number of individuals who have access to the survey and its data.
The survey instrument also has the ability to send the email invitation to the participants and can
send weekly reminders to those who have not yet responded to the invitation email.
The researcher will obtain a list of courses for the Fall 2014 semester in both the
community-based hybrid format and a traditional modality. The researcher will then ask the
college registrar to provide class lists for these courses. The class lists include the email
addresses of every student. The researcher will then send an email with an introduction to the
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study with a copy of the consent form, a request to participate, and a link to the consent form for
the participant to sign electronically, followed by the online SBS.
At the end of the first week a reminder will be sent. Additional reminders will be sent at
the end of the second week, and at the end of the third week (48 hours before the survey will
close). The survey tool being used for this study will be set to close three weeks after the first
email requesting participation is sent out. Once the survey period has ended, the link sent in the
emails asking for participation will stop functioning, preventing any further data from being
collected.
Each item on the survey has an individual code. For example, the first question in the first
section is coded S1Q1. The coding feature is built into the survey tool and is helpful when the
data is harvested and downloaded for analysis. All survey data will be downloaded to the
researcher’s computer after the end date for the survey and subsequently imported into SPSS.
Data Management
Once all of the data is downloaded to the researcher’s computer, the IP addresses
collected will be deleted from the downloaded data set. The IP addresses are the only personally
identifiable information collected in the online SBS survey. The IP addresses are collected in
order to send reminders to invitees who have not yet responded to the email invitation. The IP
addresses will not be used in any way during the data analysis. Five years after the data is
downloaded, the researcher will delete the data from the computer and the Abington web server.
Data Analysis
Once the data is downloaded, it will be imported into SPSS software for analysis. Each
response code will be categorized into one of the previously mentioned five factors that comprise
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the SBS (perceived peer support, perceived faculty support/comfort, perceived classroom
comfort, perceived isolation, and empathetic faculty understanding) plus a factor for satisfaction.
While the original SBS was already vetted for validity and reliability, the researcher will
run a new Chronbach’s alpha reliability measure in SPSS to ensure internal reliability for this
study. The Chronbach’s alpha will determine if the individual items on the online SBS measure
the same characteristic (in this case, student belonging). The Chronbach’s alpha value will be
calculated by SPSS, and the closer that value is to 1, will indicate how closely all of the items of
the SBS are measuring for sense of belonging. Since the SBS is not being altered for this study,
the alpha value should be high.
The researcher will also look at inter-item correlations. The researcher will be looking for
values above .3 or .4 to ensure these items are properly correlated. If an item score is below .3 or
negative, the researcher will isolate that item from the data set as it is not correlating with the
other items and probably not measuring properly for sense of belonging. However, it must be
stressed that this should not be the case, as the SBS is a vetted survey instrument that has been
checked for reliability in previous studies.
The population for this study is extremely diverse. For this reason, and in an attempt to
fully understand how various demographic factors may influence sense of belonging and
satisfaction, a multiple regression analysis will be used to explore the relationship between the
variables. The researcher will run a regression model for each of the factors in the data set. The
five factors of the SBS are perceived peer support, perceived faculty support/comfort, perceived
classroom comfort, perceived isolation, and empathetic faculty understanding, plus a factor for
satisfaction. Therefore, the first regression will be run using a forced entry model with all of the
independent variables (gender, age, race, class standing, GPA, marital status, number of children,
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employment status, number of hours worked per week, and number of hybrid courses taken) and
the dependent variable, perceived peer support. The alpha will be set to 0.05.
Once this analysis is run in the SPSS software, the output will reveal the n for the
independent variables, as well as the mean, and standard deviations. The researcher will look
first at a summary of the model. The summary will indicate the R2 value, which will inform the
researcher what percentage of the variance in the outcome variable is explained by the predictor
variables, in this case the course modality, and the demographic factors that comprised the
independent variables for this study.
The analysis will also include an analysis of variance. The researcher will examine the F
statistic from the ANOVA to determine the extent of difference among the variables. The
researcher will then examine B coefficients to determine which independent variables are the
strongest predictors for the model. The researcher will then examine the P values for the
independent variables to determine if the P value are significant at the .05 level. The P values
will determine if there is a statistically significant difference between the students who take a
hybrid course and students who take the course in a traditional modality. Additionally, the P
values will determine what correlations, if any, exist among the other independent variables
included in the study. The same process will be repeated for each of the other four factors of the
SBS, with five more subsequent regression models. After this process is concluded, the P values
of the six models will be used to determine if there is a statistically significant difference
between the students in the hybrid course and students in the traditional modality,,differences
among the demographic groups established for this study for any or all of the factors of the SBS
and for student satisfaction.
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Once this analysis is complete, the researcher will be able to determine if these
demographic factors have a statistically significant impact on the overall sense of belonging and
satisfaction. The demographic factors can provide valuable insight as to whether students of a
certain gender, race, age, or class standing are more inclined to a certain course modality and if
any of those groups exhibit statistically significant variances from other groups in terms of their
sense of belonging and satisfaction. The analysis can also provide valuable insight into whether
the flexibility of the hybrid modality can elicit a response for increased levels of sense of
belonging and satisfaction in students who are married, have children, and work either on or off
campus.
Using a correlation matrix in SPSS, the researcher will examine Pearson Correlation
values and will attempt to determine the strength of the relationship between quantitative
independent variables and sense of belonging and satisfaction. In particular, the researcher is
interested in the number of hybrid courses taken, in relation to levels of sense of belonging and
satisfaction. The Pearson correlation values can illustrate if there is a positive or negative
relationship between the number of hybrid courses taken and sense of belonging and satisfaction.
Similarly, Pearson correlation values can illustrate if there are positive or negative relationships
between the other quantitative independent variables and the dependent variables in this study.
Specifically, the researcher will examine the Pearson correlation values for age, GPA, number of
hours worked, and number of children to determine if there is a positive or negative relationship
between these values and sense of belonging and satisfaction.
Human Subject Considerations
This study will ask for participants from the target population of 481 students detailed in
the section above. Class lists for these courses will be obtained from the college’s registrar.
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Every student in the target population will be contacted via email. The email will contain
information about the purpose of the study and a link to the consent form and survey instrument.
The subjects will be asked to sign the consent form and then complete an online survey. The
online survey will be the sense of belonging scale. The researcher obtained permission from the
publisher to use this survey instrument, and it will be unaltered and hosted on the college’s web
server for the participants to complete. While there are four demographic items that exist in the
survey, no personally identifiable information will be collected other than IP addresses which
will be discarded by the researcher when the data is downloaded from the server. Because the
survey instrument and all collected data will be housed on the college’s web server (as opposed
to a third party vendor such as Survey Monkey), the data will be protected, and the risk of
persons other than the researcher accessing the data will therefore be greatly minimized. Once
the data has been collected, the researcher will download the results minus the IP addresses to a
personal laptop for data analysis. The researcher will keep the laptop secured in a locked office,
but it is important to note the data contains no information that will identify any of the
participants.
Summary
This study will focus upon the impact of community-based hybrid courses on student
sense of belonging at a nonresidential campus. This study uses Tinto’s (1987) model of student
persistence in which student persistence is significantly impacted by the transition a student
makes into the social and academic aspects of an institution. The transition is predicated on the
perceived sense of fit social and academically. The perceived sense of fit is also known as sense
of belonging. It is the researcher’s question that since hybrid courses at the Abington College
require greater levels of interactivity than traditional courses, and since the design of the
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college’s hybrid courses is predicated on building communities of learners, will participants in
these courses exhibit greater levels of sense of belonging on the campus?
To collect data in an attempt to answer this question, the researcher will use the Sense of
Belonging Scale (SBS) as the survey instrument. It was developed and implemented previously
by Hoffman et al. (2002) to determine if first-year learning communities increased student sense
of belonging. The survey instrument will contain alterations mentioned previously in this chapter
accounting for demographic variables with the addition of the item for satisfaction from the
original version of the SBS and will be made available online through the Abington College’s
survey system.
The population for this study will be students enrolled in hybrid courses and
corresponding traditional courses at the Abington College of Penn State University during the
fall semester of 2014. Of the 21 hybrid course offerings at Abington in the fall of 2014, 11 of
them have a corresponding traditional section. The students enrolled in these 22 courses will be
the subjects who will be asked to take part in this study.
An email requesting participation in the study, along with the consent form, and a link to the
survey instrument will be sent to the entire target population. A copy of the consent form will
accompany the email, and there will be an additional copy of the consent form the participants
will be asked to sign electronically on the survey link. Should the participant decide to take part
in this study, they will be directed to the link. There, they will be asked to sign the consent form
electronically, and then they will be directed to the first series of items on the survey. The sample
for this study will be students from the target population that sign the consent form and answer
the survey.
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Data will be collected and managed through the Abington College web server. Once the
survey close date arrives, the link sent to participants will stop functioning, and the data
collection process will end. At this time the researcher will download all of the data collected for
analysis.
The data will be analyzed using SPSS software. Each response code will be categorized
into one of the previously mentioned five factors that comprise the SBS (perceived peer support,
perceived faculty support/comfort, perceived classroom comfort, perceived isolation, and
empathetic faculty understanding), and an additional factor for student satisfaction. While the
original SBS was already vetted for validity and reliability, the researcher will run a new
Chronbach’s alpha reliability measure in SPSS to ensure internal reliability for this study. Each
of the factors in the data set will be run through a multiple regression analysis. The alpha will be
set to .05. In addition to exploring whether students enrolled in a hybrid course exhibit a greater
levels of sense of belonging and satisfaction, an analysis will be conducted to determine what
effect, if any, the demographic factors collected in the survey instrument have on sense of
belonging and overall satisfaction.
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Chapter 4: Presentation of Findings
Introduction
This study was designed to determine if students at a nonresidential campus exhibited
greater levels of sense of belonging to the campus as well as greater degrees of satisfaction based
on their enrollment in community-based hybrid courses. Student sense of belonging is an
important student attitude to assess as it reflects an important element of the student persistence
model developed by Vincent Tinto (1987). Tinto’s model is predicated on academic and social
integration into the university community. In this model, the student’s own sense of fit into the
academic and social aspects of the institution determines the level of success of the
aforementioned integration. The perception of integration into the institution represents a sense
of affiliation and identification within the campus community, known as a sense of belonging
(Hoffman et al., 2002). he primary purpose of this study is to determine if course modality,
specifically the enrollment in community-based hybrid courses, can influence student sense of
belonging. The primary research question the study attempted to answer is: Do students who take
hybrid course offerings at a nonresidential campus exhibit increased levels of sense of belonging
and satisfaction?
The researcher utilized a quantitative design for this study to attempt to answer the
previously stated research question. Previous studies such as the study conducted by Hoffman et
al. (2002) have used quantitative methods to study students sense of belonging. Using Tinto’s
(1987) model of student persistence and Astin’s (1984) theory of involvement as its conceptual
framework, the Hoffman et al. study refined a survey instrument to quantitatively measure
students sense of belonging called the Sense of Belonging Scale (SBS). The SBS was used in the
study by Hoffman et al. to determine if first-year college students in learning communities
exhibited greater levels of sense of belonging than students who did not participate in the
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learning communities. The SBS consists of 26 items that ask participants to answer their
agreement to each item on a five-point scale that ranges from completely true to completely
untrue. The SBS consists of five subscales or factors: perceived peer support, perceived faculty
support/comfort, perceived classroom comfort, perceived isolation, and empathetic faculty
understanding. One of the earlier versions of the SBS contained an item on student satisfaction,
which was reinserted into the SBS for this study in order to attempt to answer the second part of
the research question about student satisfaction. The researcher obtained permission to use this
scale from the dean of University College and Special Programs at the University of Rhode
Island.
The finalized version of the SBS used for this study includes a series of demographic
questions. While the original SBS asked students to indicate their age, gender, race, and class
standing, the survey instrument for this study will also ask for GPA (self-reported), marital status,
number of children, employment status, number of hours worked per week, and number of
hybrid courses taken. The survey instrument for this study was distributed online to participants
in the study.
Since the purpose of this study was to determine if students in community-based hybrid
courses exhibited higher levels of sense of belonging and satisfaction on the SBS, all students
enrolled in a hybrid course at Abington in the fall semester of 2014 were asked to participate.
Additionally, students in the traditional versions of these courses were also asked to participate.
In total, 11 hybrid courses were offered at Abington in fall 2014 that also had a comparable
traditional section. Students from all 22 courses were emailed to ask for their participation in this
study. The total population for this study was 481 students.
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This chapter will review the results of the data analysis that was conducted from the
participants responses to the online survey instrument as well as detail the findings yielded from
the data analysis.
Response Rate
As previously stated, the total population for this study was 481 students. An email with
the link to the survey instrument was emailed to all 481 students. A reminder was sent to
students who did not respond to the original email after one week. After two weeks, another
email was sent to participants who had not responded. After three weeks, a final email was sent
to students who had not responded to previous emails informing them that they had 24 hours to
participate in the survey before it closed. A total of 107 students elected to participate in the
study for a total response rate of 22%.
Test for Reliability
The researcher first ran Chronbach’s alpha reliability measure to ensure internal
reliability. The alpha score came back as .918, indicating that 91.8% of the responses indicate
internally consistent reliable variance. For factor 1, perceived peer support, the alpha score came
back as .867, indicating that 86.7% of the responses indicate internally consistent reliable
variance. For factor 2, perceived faculty support/comfort, the alpha score came back as .917,
indicating that 91.7% of the responses indicate internally consistent reliable variance. For factor,
3 perceived classroom comfort, the alpha score came back as .957, indicating that 95.7% of the
responses indicate internally consistent reliable variance. For factor 4, perceived isolation, the
alpha score came back as .822, indicating that 82.2% of the responses indicate internally
consistent reliable variance. For factor 5, empathetic faculty understanding, the alpha score came
back as .917, indicating that 91.7% of the responses indicate internally consistent reliable
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variance. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the researcher expected a high alpha score
because this study was using a previously vetted survey instrument.
Demographic Data
As previously mentioned, the researcher added several items to the survey instrument to
gather demographic information from the participants. These items ultimately would be analyzed
to attempt to determine what, if any, effect these factors had on sense of belonging and
satisfaction.
Of the 107 respondents, 55 were female (51.4%), 50 were male (47.6%), and two did not
indicate their gender. Age ranged from 17 to 44 years old with the most frequent responses in the
traditional 18-22 age bracket. Detailed data on age is as follows:
Table 1
Age Range of Participants

In regards to the course modality, 60 (56.1%) respondents were in the traditional version of the
course, while 47 (43.9%) were in the hybrid version. When asked to indicate their race, 60% of
the respondents indicated white/Caucasian, 8.6% indicated black/African American, 5.7%
indicated Asian Indian, 15.2% indicated Asian, and 10.5% indicated other.
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On the item asking for class standing, 14.2% of respondents were freshmen, 40.5% were
sophomores, 28.3% were juniors, 14.2% were seniors, and 2.8% selected not applicable. The
mean grade point average among respondents was 3.08 (this statistic was self-reported). The
mean GPA among the students in the hybrid courses was 3.03, and 3.138 for the students in the
traditional version of the course. With regards to the question on marital status, 88.8% of
respondents indicated they were single, 6.5% indicated married, 1.9% indicated divorced, and
2.8% did not indicate a marital status. When asked how many children they had 98 respondents
indicated zero, accounting for 91.6% percent of participants. Three respondents indicated having
one child, or 2.8% of respondents, one (0.9%) respondent indicated having 2 children, and one
(0.9%) respondent indicated having 3 children
Table 2
Chi Square for Students with Children and Gender

Note. Gender is represented with a 0 for males, and 1 for females.
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With regard to employment status, 67.3% of participants had a job either on or off campus. The
mean number of hours worked by the participants was 18.2. When asked how many hybrid
courses a student had taken, 70.1% of participants indicated they had taken one or more hybrid
courses at the Abington College. The distribution of students and the number of hybrid courses
they have taken were as follows:
Table 3
Number of Hybrid Courses Taken by Participants

Charts for the demographic information for this study are as follows:

Figure 1. Racial demographics of participants by percentage.
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Figure 2. Class standing of participants by percentage.

Figure 3. Marital status of participants by percentage.

74

Figure 4. Employment status of participants by percentage.
Regression Analysis for Sense of Belonging and Satisfaction
As previously mentioned, the SBS consisted of five factors, and the researcher added an
additional factor for satisfaction. The six factors were perceived peer support, perceived faculty
support/comfort, perceived classroom comfort, perceived isolation, empathetic faculty
understanding, and satisfaction. The researcher ran a regression analysis for each factor using the
demographic information and course modality as the independent variables, and each factor as
the dependent variable.
Perceived Peer Support
The first multiple regression considered the independent variables with the perceived
peer support by the students. The first multiple regression was run using a forced entry model
with all of the independent variables (gender, age, race, class standing, GPA, marital status,
number of children, employment status, number of hours worked per week, and number of
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hybrid courses taken), and the dependent variable as perceived peer support. The R square value
was .223, which indicates that the model accounts for 22% of the total variability in responses.
Table 4
Model Summary of Regression Analysis for Perceived Peer Support

The ANOVA for the overall model yielded an F statistic of 1.382, and a p value of .209, which
was not significant at the .05 level.
Table 5
ANOVA for Perceived Peer Support

When examining the individual factors in the model, only course modality reached a significance
level reaching conventional significance levels (p=.019). Looking more closely at the statistical
difference between the hybrid students and non-hybrid students, the students in the traditional
version of the course reported higher levels of perceived peer support.
Table 6
Mean Values for Perceived Peer Support among Hybrid Students -1 and Non-hybrid Students - 0
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The coefficients for the entire model are as follows:
Table 7
Coefficients for the Regression Analysis for Perceived Peer Support

Perceived Faculty Support/Comfort
The second multiple regression considered the independent variables with the perceived
faculty support/comfort by the students. The regression was run using a forced entry model with
all of the independent variables (gender, age, race, class standing, GPA, marital status, number of
children, employment status, number of hours worked per week, and number of hybrid courses
taken), and the dependent variable perceived faculty support/comfort. The R square value
was .173, indicating that the model accounts for 22% of the total variability in responses.
Table 8
Model Summary for the Regression Analysis for Perceived Faculty Support/Comfort
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The ANOVA for the overall model yielded an F statistic of 1.011 and a p value of .450, which
was not significant at the .05 level.
Table 9
ANOVA for Perceived Faculty Support/comfort

When examining the individual factors in the model only the independent variable of number of
children yielded a significance level reaching conventional significance levels (p=.031). When
examining the β value of -2.107, there is a negative relationship between number of children and
perceived faculty support/comfort. The coefficients for the entire model are as follows:
Table 10
Coefficients for the Regression Analysis for Perceived Faculty Support/comfort
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Perceived Classroom Comfort
The third multiple regression considered the independent variables with the perceived
classroom comfort of the students. The regression was run using a forced entry model with all of
the independent variables (gender, age, race, class standing, GPA, marital status, number of
children, employment status, number of hours worked per week, and number of hybrid courses
taken), and the dependent variable perceived classroom comfort. The R square value was .135,
which indicates that the model accounts for 13.5% of the total variability in responses.
Table 11
Model Summary for the Regression Analysis for Perceived Classroom Comfort

The ANOVA for the overall model yielded an F statistic of .749 and a p value of .687, which
was not significant at the .05 level.
Table 12
ANOVA for Perceived Classroom Comfort
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When examining the Individual factors in the model only the independent variable of number of
children yielded a significance level reaching conventional significance levels (p=.019). When
examining the β value of -2.258, there was a negative relationship between number of children
and perceived classroom comfort. The coefficients for the entire model are as follows:
Table 13
Coefficients for the Regression Analysis for Perceived Classroom Comfort

Perceived Isolation
The fourth multiple regression considered the independent variables with the perceived isolation
of the students. The regression was run using a forced entry model with all of the independent
variables (gender, age, race, class standing, GPA, marital status, number of children,
employment status, number of hours worked per week, and number of hybrid courses taken), and
the dependent variable perceived isolation. The R square value is .194, which indicates that the
model accounts for 19% of the total variability in responses.
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Table 14
Model Summary for the Regression Analysis for Perceived Isolation

The ANOVA for the overall model yielded an F statistic of 1.163,and a p value of .334, which
was not significant at the .05 level.
Table 15
ANOVA for Perceived Isolation

When examining the individual factors in the model only the independent variable of gender
yielded a significance level, reaching conventional significance levels (p=.031). Looking more
closely at the statistical difference between male and female students, female students reported
lower levels of perceived isolation.
Table 16
Mean Values for Perceived Isolation Between Men-0 and Women-1
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The coefficients for the entire model are as follows:
Table 17
Coefficients for the Regression Analysis for Perceived Isolation

Empathetic Faculty Understanding
The fifth multiple regression considered the independent variables with the perceived
empathetic faculty understanding from the students. The regression was run using a forced entry
model with all of the independent variables (gender, age, race, class standing, GPA, marital
status, number of children, employment status, number of hours worked per week, and number
of hybrid courses taken), and the dependent empathetic faculty understanding. The R square
value was .192, which indicates that the model accounts for 19% of the total variability in
responses.
Table 18
Model Summary for the Regression Analysis for Perceived Empathetic Faculty Understanding
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The ANOVA for the overall model yielded an F statistic of 1.146 and a p value of .346, which
was not significant at the .05 level.
Table 19
ANOVA for perceived Empathetic Faculty Understanding

When examining the individual factors in the model none of the independent variables yielded a
significance level below the alpha of .05. However, students with children is a variable
approaching significance with a value of .054.
Table 20
Coefficients for the Regression Analysis for Perceived Empathetic Faculty Understanding

Student Satisfaction
The sixth multiple regression considered the independent variables with student
satisfaction with their academic experience. This multiple regression was run using a forced
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entry model with all of the independent variables (gender, age, race, class standing, GPA, marital
status, number of children, employment status, number of hours worked per week, and number
of hybrid courses taken), and the dependent variable student satisfaction. The R square value
was .142, which indicates that the model accounts for 14% of the total variability in responses.
Table 21
Model Summary for the Regression Analysis for Student Satisfaction

The ANOVA for the overall model yielded an F statistic of .780 and a p value of .658, which
was not significant at the .05 level.
Table 22
ANOVA for Student Satisfaction

When examining the individual factors in the model none of the independent variables yielded a
significance level below the alpha of .05.
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Table 23
Coefficients for the Regression Analysis for Student Satisfaction

A final regression was run with number of hours worked as the independent variable and
number of hybrid courses taken as the dependent variable. The researcher found a moderately
significant correlation between numbers of hours students worked and number of hybrid courses
taken. The R square value was .039, which indicates that the model accounts for 39% of the total
variability in responses. The ANOVA for the overall model yielded an F statistic of 3.118 and a
p value of .081, which was not significant at .05 but represents a marginally significant value.
Table 24
Model Summary, ANOVA, and Coefficients for the Regression Analysis for Number of Hours
Worked and Number of Hybrid Courses Taken
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Summary
This chapter reports the results of a quantitative study to attempt to determine if hybrid
course offerings at a nonresidential campus increase student sense of belonging and satisfaction.
The data was collected from students enrolled in a hybrid course and the traditional version of
the same course in the fall 2014 at the Abington College of the Pennsylvania State University
who chose to respond to a request to participate sent out via email. The researcher used an online
survey instrument based on the Sense of Belonging scale developed by Hoffman et al. (2002).
The survey contained 27 items that asked respondents to react on a five-point scale (completely
true, mostly true, neither true or untrue, mostly untrue, completely untrue). Additionally, there
included a series of demographic items to determine the following information from participants:
age, gender, race, and class standing, GPA, marital status, number of children, employment
status, number of hours worked per week, and number of hybrid courses taken.
The total population for this study was 481 students. A total of 107 students elected to
participate in the study for a total response rate of 22%. The researcher first ran a Chronbach’s
alpha reliability measure to ensure internal reliability. The alpha score came back as .918,
indicating that 91.8% of the responses indicate internally consistent reliable variance.
The survey instrument consisted of six factors. Each one was analyzed using a multiple
regression analysis in which each factor was a dependent variable and the course modality along
with the demographic information collected as the independent variables. The six factors of the
survey instrument were perceived peer support, perceived faculty support/comfort, perceived
classroom comfort, perceived isolation, empathetic faculty understanding, and satisfaction. The
researcher ran six regression analyses for each factor. None of the six factors were significant at
the .05 level. However, a few individual factors were significant. In the analysis of the first factor
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in which perceived peer support was the dependent variable, the independent variable of course
modality yielded a p value of .019.
Looking more closely at the statistical difference between the hybrid and non-hybrid
students, the students in the traditional version of the course reported higher levels of perceived
peer support. In the analysis of the second factor (perceived faculty support/comfort) as the
dependent variable, the independent variable of number of children yielded a p value of .031. β
values indicated a negative relationship between number of children and perceived faculty
support/comfort. The analysis of the third factor (classroom comfort) yielded similar results
indicating a negative relationship between number of children and perceived classroom comfort.
In the analysis of the fourth factor (perceived isolation), the independent variable of
gender yielded a significance level reaching conventional significance levels (p=.031). Looking
more closely at the statistical difference between male and female students, female students
reported lower levels of perceived isolation. In the analysis of the fifth and sixth factors, none of
the independent variables in the model were significant at the .05 level.
The researcher ran a final regression with number of hours worked as the independent
variable and number of hybrid courses taken as the dependent variable. The p value for this
model was .081 indicating a marginally significant relations ship between the number of hours
worked and the number of hybrid courses taken.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
Introduction
This study attempted to determine if students enrolled in community-based hybrid
courses exhibit greater levels of sense of belonging and satisfaction than students enrolled in the
same courses in a traditional modality at a nonresidential campus. The researcher’s primary
purpose for this study was to examine predictors of retention and to attempt to determine what, if
any, effect participation in online learning communities via enrollment in community-based
hybrid courses would have on indicators of retention.
The issue of retention is a significant problem nationally and an issue university
administrators are often forced to confront (Barefoot, 2004). This problem is particularly
complex for public institutions where attrition rates are not only higher than their private
counterparts, but also because there is a growing discussion among state legislators centered on
tying institutional funding to graduation rates (Barefoot, 2004). For these reasons, higher
education institutions are looking for specific interventions and strategies to boost student
persistence. Studies have established that improving student connectedness and sense of
belonging to the institution is one such intervention (Morrow & Ackermann, 2012).
The Abington College of Penn State University, a small residential campus in the
Pennsylvania State University system, like many other public higher educational institutions is
also concerned with the issue of student persistence. In a memorandum sent by then Penn State
University President Rodney Erikson to the campus chancellor, the Abington College was
charged with both increasing its retention rates as well as increasing its number of hybrid
(partially online) course offerings (R. Erickson, personal communication, October 13, 2011). A
natural inquiry to come from this charge is if there is a relationship between the two variables.
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Specifically, can hybrid course offerings contribute to an overall increase in student persistence?
More specifically, since the hybrid course offerings at the Abington College are all predicated on
building virtual communities when students are not in the classroom, can these hybrid course
offerings contribute to a student’s sense of belonging on the campus? This study explored the
following research question: Do hybrid course offerings at a nonresidential campus increase
student sense of belonging and satisfaction?
This study is important as the examination of effects of hybrid courses at a nonresidential
campus and its effects on students attitudes on their connection to the college is a subject that has
not been thoroughly explored in the existing literature. The structure and design of communitybased hybrid courses are highly interactive in nature. The students are engaged in a continuing
dialogue in the online learning environment with both their instructor and their peers. This
format is in stark contrast to the traditional lecture based format in which many traditional
college courses operate. From this stark contrast comes a natural line of inquiry. Could a student
who is spending less time on campus because of their enrollment in hybrid courses actually feel a
greater sense of belonging to the campus community because of their heightened levels of
interactions with faculty and peers? Additionally, if such a notion were possible, how does this
new dynamic impact established theories of student persistence?
Conceptual Framework
One of the most commonly referred to models of student persistence is one developed by
Vincent Tinto (1987), which is predicated on academic and social integration into the university
community. According to Tinto, integrating into both the academic and social system of a
college or niversity is predicated on a student’s sense of fit in this new setting. The perception of
integration into the institution represents a sense of affiliation and identification within the
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campus community, known as a sense of belonging (Hoffman et al., 2002). To attempt to
measure sense of belonging Hoffman et al. developed the sense of belonging scale (SBS). In
their 2002 study Hoffman et al. were attempting to determine if students who participated in
learning communities during their first year indicated higher levels on the sense of belonging
scale than first-year students who did not participate in learning communities. The results of the
study did find that students who participated in learning communities in their first year did
indicate higher levels on the sense of belonging scale than those who did not. These findings are
not unexpected as the purpose of first-year learning communities are to ease the transition Tinto
refers to in his model from secondary school to the social and academic aspects of the institution.
Along with Tinto’s model, Astin’s theory of involvement is referenced nearly as much
when reviewing the existing literature on student persistence in higher education (Astin, 1984).
Like Tinto’s model, it is predicated on interactivity. The more engaged a student is in activities
related to the academic process, the more likely they are to persist.
The importance of interaction is a primary area of overlap between Tinto’s model and
Astin’s theory. More specifically, the more interaction that occurs between students and faculty,
the more that student will be involved in campus life (Astin) and the smoother the acclimation
will be into the collegiate system (Tinto).
The concept of interactivity is particularly relevant in studying hybrid courses.
Community-based hybrid courses, such as the ones at the Abington College included in this
study, are predicated on high levels of interactivity among peers and with the instructor. Unlike
the confines of a traditional classroom, the web-based classroom is open and available to
students 24 hours a day and 7 days a week making learning anywhere at anytime a real
possibility for students. The members of this kind of class contribute to and benefit from a rich
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web of ideas where learners are connected to vast amounts of information and resources
(Bruckman, 2006). The concept of a constant connection to ideas and information represents one
of the most immediate benefits of an online learning community of this nature. That being said,
members can get immediate access to the information they need and spend less time hunting for
information or solutions (Wenger et al., 2002). By setting forth guidelines and proper
expectations, the effective online instructor can operationalize this harvesting and sharing of
information to form a knowledge-building community (Riel & Polin, 2001). The operationalized
process of harvesting and sharing information revolves around a common goal or series of
learning objectives, where members of the community work toward achieving levels of
understanding about the nature of the course subject matter (Riel & Polin, 2001). The members
of this community, in this case the online learning community of a hybrid course, can through a
process of continuous asynchronous interaction, become a living body of knowledge for the
benefit of all of the members of the community (Wenger et al., 2002).
The notion of learners working in conjunction with one another to achieve higher levels
of understanding than they would reach on their own can be traced back to the concept of the
zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978). The nature of the Internet can take advantage
of this concept to maximize its effectiveness. The web-based classroom is open and available to
students 24 hours a day and 7 days a week making learning anywhere at anytime a real
possibility for students. The members of this kind of class contribute to and benefit from a rich
web of ideas where learners are connected to vast amounts of information and resources
(Bruckman, 2006). Furthermore, class participants can get immediate access to the information
they need and spend less time hunting for information or solutions (Wenger et al., 2002). When
the learning process occurs in such a manner, students can achieve higher levels of
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understanding than they would otherwise achieve on their own as illustrated by Vygotsky when
referring to the zone of proximal development.
Setting for the Study
This study was conducted at the Abington College of the Pennsylvania State University.
The Abington College is a small nonresidential campus located in the suburbs of Philadelphia.
Unlike many other campuses in the Penn State system, the Abington College is a four-year
degree issuing institution, but unlike many of its counterparts within the Penn State system, it has
no residence halls. For this reason, the campus attracts students from the greater Philadelphia
area, many of whom work at least 20 hours a week and contribute to their family’s household
incomes. It has been a belief held by the administration of the college that the flexibility of
hybrid courses would be of great benefit to this population of students. In the fall 2014, there
were 21 hybrid courses offered at Abington.
This study focused on the 11 hybrid courses being offered in the fall 2014 at Abington
that also have a traditional version of the course being offered simultaneously. The researcher
wanted to include a counterpart for every course being taught in a traditional modality to
establish a baseline for comparison.
All instructors teaching hybrid courses included in this study have undergone the required
faculty development for online teaching and hybrid course development that emphasizes the
community approach that fits with the conceptual framework previously discussed.
Instrumentation & Methods
As mentioned previously, the sense of belonging scale was used in the study by Hoffman
et al. (2002) to determine if first-year college students in learning communities exhibited greater
sense of belonging than students who did not participate in the learning communities. The
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researcher for this study used the same scale to attempt to determine if participation in
community-based hybrid courses would indicate higher levels on the sense of belonging scale
from its participants than students who participated in the traditional modality of the same course.
The SBS consists of 26 items that ask participants to answer their agreement to each item
on a five-point scale that ranges from completely true to completely untrue. The SBS consists of
five subscales or factors: perceived peer support, perceived faculty support/comfort, perceived
classroom comfort, perceived isolation, and empathetic faculty understanding. One of the earlier
versions of the SBS contained an item on student satisfaction, which was reinserted into the SBS
for this study in order to attempt to answer the second part of the research question about student
satisfaction. While the original SBS asked students to indicate their age, gender, race, and class
standing, the survey instrument for this study also asked for GPA, marital status, number of
children, employment status, number of hours worked per week, and number of hybrid courses
taken, all of which were self-reported. The survey instrument for this study was distributed
online to participants in the study.
As mentioned previously, this study focused on the 11 hybrid courses being offered in the
fall 2014 at Abington that also have a traditional version of the course being offered
simultaneously. An email was sent to students enrolled in the 22 courses asking for their
participation and prompting them to the online survey instrument and consent form if they opted
to participate.
Discussion of Key Findings
The survey was sent to all students enrolled in the 11 hybrid courses identified for this
study along with the traditional versions of the same course, which also were identified for this
study. The total population for this study was 481 students. A total of 107 students elected to
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participate in the study for a total response rate of 22%. This response rate is consistent with
other studies conducted at Abington. Of the 107 respondents, 55 were female (51.4%), 50 were
male (47.6%), and two respondents did not indicate their gender. In regard to the course modality,
60 (56.1%) respondents were in the traditional version while 47 (43.9%) were in the hybrid
version. When asked to indicate their race, 60% of the respondents indicated white/Caucasian,
8.6% indicated black/African American, 5.7% indicated Asian Indian, 15.2% indicated Asian,
and 10.5% indicated other. On the item asking for class standing, 14.2% of respondents were
freshmen, 40.6% were sophomores, 28.3% were juniors, 14.2% were seniors, and 2.8% selected
not applicable. The mean grade point average among respondents was 3.08 (this statistic was
self-reported). The mean GPA among the students in the hybrid courses was 3.03 and 3.138 for
the students in the traditional version of the course. It should be noted that the high GPA among
respondents most likely represents a bias. Participants in this study were asked to participate via
an email with a link to an online survey. It is likely that more conscientious students and those
with higher grade point averages were more likely to participate.
With regard to the question on marital status, 88.8% of respondents indicated they were
single, 6.5% indicated married, and 1.9% indicated divorced. When asked about number of
children, 98 respondents indicated zero, accounting for 91.6% percent of participants. Three
respondents indicated having one child or 2.8% of respondents, 1 (0.9%) respondent indicated
they had 2 children, and 1 (0.9%) respondent indicated having 3 children. With regard to
employment status, 67.3% of participants had a job either on or off campus. The mean number of
hours worked by the participants was 18.2. When asked how many hybrid courses a student had
taken, 70.1% of participants indicated they had taken one or more hybrid courses at the Abington
College.
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As previously mentioned, the research question for this study had two parts: Do hybrid
course offerings at a commuter campus increase student sense of belonging and satisfaction? To
attempt to answer the first part of the research question about sense of belonging, each of the five
factors of the SBS was run through a multiple regression analysis using the demographic
information collected as the independent variables and each factor of the SBS as the dependent
variable for each regression analysis. The researcher set the alpha to 0.05.
None of the five factors reached significance at the .05 alpha level. However, some
individual variables did. In the first model, where the dependent variable was subscale 1 for was
perceived peer support, the course modality yielded a p value of .019, indicating that course
modality had a significant impact on perceived peer support. Looking more closely at the
statistical difference between the hybrid students and non-hybrid students, those in the traditional
version of the course reported higher levels of perceived peer support. Using a five-point scale
the students in traditional courses reported mean peer support scores of 3.30 compared to the
mean of 2.67 for students in the hybrid version of the course. Lower levels of peer support can be
a common pitfall within the online learning environment unless specific mechanisms are created
for peer-to-peer interaction. This will be discussed later in this chapter.
When examining the regression model in which the second factor, perceived faculty
support/comfort, was the dependent variable, data showed course modality had no impact on
how students perceived facultysupport or their comfort level with faculty. In fact, the only group
that indicated a significant difference in terms of their perceived support from faculty were
students with children. The independent variable of number of children reached conventional
significance levels (p=.031). When examining the β value of -2.107, there is a negative
relationship between number of children and perceived faculty support/comfort. It is worth

95
noting that an equal number of students with children were in the hybrid group and the
traditional group. The vast majority of the population for this study fall into the 18 to22 year old
demographic counting for 82% of the population for this study. Additionally, 88.8% of the
population for this study indicated they were single, and 91.6% of the population indicated they
had no children. In this sample undergraduate students with children represent a minority.
The finding that students with children felt lower levels of support held true as well for
perceived classroom comfort. The regression analysis that was run for the third factor, perceived
classroom comfort, yielded no a p value of .019 for students with children. It should be noted
that in the online survey instrument, participants in the study were given the following prompt: If
you have taken this class as a hybrid, please think of your time spent in ANGEL as well as in the
classroom. ANGEL is the learning management system used by all of the hybrid courses in this
study when delivering instruction online. When examining the β value of -2.258, there is a
negative relationship between number of children and perceived classroom comfort.
When examining the fourth factor of the scale, perceived isolation, in the regression
model, only the independent variable of gender yielded a level reaching conventional
significance levels (p=.031). Looking more closely at the statistical difference between male and
female students, female students reported lower levels of perceived isolation. The mean for
perceived isolation among male students was 3.13, while it was 2.90 for female students.
When examining the fifth factor of the scale, faculty understanding, in the regression
model, none of the independent variables yielded a significance level below the alpha of .05.
However, once again the independent variable number of children was marginally significant
with a p value of .054. This could indicate in the areas of perceived classroom comfort and
perceived faculty support/comfort, that course policies and their enforcement by faculty are
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designed with the majority demographic (age 18-22, single, no children) in mind. Undergraduate
students who are parents obviously have a great deal of responsibilities that many students who
are not parents do not. The data indicates that these students feel faculty should be more
considerate of their individual needs regardless of the modality of the course (since there were an
equal number of parents between the hybrid and traditional groups).
The final multiple regression model was run using the sixth and final factor, student
satisfaction with their academic experience. The model was run using a forced entry model with
all of the independent variables (gender, age, race, class standing, GPA, marital status, number of
children, employment status, number of hours worked per week, and number of hybrid courses
taken), and the dependent variable of student satisfaction. When the individual factors in the
model were examined, none of the independent variables yielded a significance level below the
alpha of .05.
In order to better understand the data with regard to hybrid courses and working students,
the researcher ran an additional regression with number of hours worked as the independent
variable and number of hybrid courses taken as the dependent variable. The researcher found a
moderately significant correlation between numbers of hours students worked and number of
hybrid courses taken with a p value of .081, which were not significant at the .05 level set by the
researcher but represents a marginally significant value. When examining the β value of .868,
there is a positive relationship between number of hours worked and number of hybrid courses
taken.
Primary Conclusions
When examining each of the five factors to answer the first part of the research
question(Do hybrid course offerings at a nonresidential campus increase student sense of

97
belonging?), the data would indicate the answer in this study is no. However, the data does not
indicate that students who take hybrid courses at a nonresidential campus have a decreased sense
of belonging. This finding coincides with Russell’s (1999) no significant difference phenomena.
The no significant difference phenomena established that modality, whether it is online or
face-to-face, did not impact student outcomes in terms of academic performance (Russell, 1999).
The findings from the data in this study would indicate the there is no significant difference
between hybrid courses and traditional courses in terms of sense of belonging to the campus.
More specifically, the hybrid courses in this study were formatted in such a way that 40% or
more of classroom time was replaced with online instruction. Subsequently, the students enrolled
in the hybrid courses were on campus less and had less face-to-face contact with their instructors
and peers than the students in the traditional versions of the courses. Therefore, these students
had more interactions with each other and their instructors in the online learning environment.
However, these students did not indicate lower levels of perceived faculty support/comfort,
perceived classroom comfort, empathetic faculty understanding, and satisfaction than their
counterparts in the traditional modality. Nor did the students in the hybrid versions indicate
higher levels of perceived isolation as a result of less face-to-face contact with instructors and
peers than their counterparts in the traditional modality of the course.
To attempt to determine if hybrid course offerings at a commuter campus increase
student sense of satisfaction, the researcher ran a regression analysis on the item on student
satisfaction with their overall academic experience. As previously mentioned, when the
individual factors in the model were examined, none of the independent variables yielded a
significance level below the alpha of .05. In terms of the research question, the data indicated no
difference in student satisfaction for students enrolled in a face-to-face or hybrid courses.
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The data analysis for this study yielded other key findings in terms of the impact of
course modality on perceived peer support and student perception of faculty support and comfort.
Using a five-point scale, the students in traditional courses reported mean peer support scores of
3.30 compared to the mean of 2.67 for students in the hybrid. This would indicate that students
are not coming together to support one another in the online community in these courses as the
researcher had predicted. This is a common challenge facing web-based courses. In a traditional
course, students have opportunities for interaction outside of class. For example, students can
chat walking to class, in a student hub, or simply before and after class. Such interactions can
allow for students to express particular challenges they are experiencing with the course, and
other students can offer help and advice. The online learning environment does not incorporate
the same kind of dynamics for peer-to-peer support interactions unless they are intentionally
manufactured (Palloff & Pratt, 2002). In order to fully understand this finding as it relates to
opportunities for interaction within these courses, each of the 11 hybrid courses included in this
study would need to be further examined.
Data showed course modality had no impact on how students perceived faculty support
or their comfort level with faculty. This outcome does not fit with the researchers original
prediction that because there is more student-instructor interaction online, comfort levels among
students in the hybrid modality would be higher than that of their face-to-face counterparts.
However, this data might suggest that online interactions between students and faculty do not
negatively impact student perception on the level of support they are receiving from the faculty,
nor does it negatively impact their comfort level with faculty. This further supports the argument
that there is no significant difference between face-to-face and hybrid course modalities in terms
of student perceptions of comfort and support.
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Students with Children
Two significant negative findings were uncovered among the students with children
subgroup. First, there is a negative relationship between number of children and perceived
faculty support/comfort. This might be an issue for undergraduate students with children as their
peers may largely fall into the 18 to 22 year old demographic. When examining the demographic
data from the participants, the 18 to22 year old demographic accounted for 82% of the
population for this study. Additionally, 88.8% of the population for this study indicated they
were single, and 91.6% of the population indicated that they had no children. The negative
feelings students with children have related to perceived faculty support/comfort could suggest
policies and practices geared toward the majority of the student populationwithout regard to the
minority who have children and thus have serious commitments that extend beyond academics.
The second negative relationship was between number of children and perceived
classroom comfort in both hybrid and face-to-face modalities. As was the case with perceived
faculty support/comfort, this data could indicate that students with children, who represent a
minority among the population of students, feel less comfortable in the classroom because of
their minority status. The data could also further indicate that classroom policies and practices do
not take into account the responsibility parents in the classroom have as opposed others. One
possible example could be a cell phone or electronic device policy. While it may not be
necessary for a typical college undergraduate to check text messages during class, this may be
absolutely necessary for a student who is a parent of a child in daycare for example.
While only approaching significance at .054, the data also indicates a negative
relationship between students with children and their perception of faculty understanding. This
negative relationship could indicate in the areas of perceived classroom comfort and perceived
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faculty support/comfort that course policies and their enforcement by faculty are designed with
the majority demographic (age 18 to 22, single, no children) in mind. Undergraduate students
who are parents obviously have a great deal of responsibility that many students who are not
parents do not. The data indicates the possibility that these students feel faculty should be more
considerate of their individual needs.
Gender Differences
This study found a significant relationship between perceived isolation and gender. More
specifically, women’s sense of perceived isolation was significantly lower than their male
counterparts. This data could corroborate the findings by Rovai (2002a) in which female students
showed statistically significant higher levels of connectedness on the classroom community scale.
As previously mentioned, in the theory developed by Belenky (1997), men typically utilize an
independent voice whereas women typically utilize a connected voice, which is centered on
relational communication. Belenky’s (1997) theory could explain the differences among men and
women in perceived isolation in this study.
Implications for Policy and Practice
One of the primary motivations for this study as described earlier in this paper was to
examine the overall impact of hybrid courses on student behaviors and attitudes with a specific
focus on the issue of student persistence. As explored throughout this paper, Vincent Tinto’s
(1987) model of student persistence, which is predicated on the acclimation of the student to the
institution both socially and academically, is one of the most referenced models regarding
student persistence in higher education and served as a large piece of the conceptual framework
for this study. Along with Tinto’s model, Astin’s (1984) theory of involvement is referenced
nearly as much when reviewing the existing literature on student persistence in higher education.
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Astin’s theory suggests that the more engaged students are in activities related to the academic
process, the more likely they are to persist. Both of these scholarly works center upon older
models of traditional instruction in classrooms on a college campus. There is a lack of research
in the current literature on how online learning could influence this process of acclimation to the
institution both socially and academically as referenced in Tinto’s model or how engagement
online could affect Astin’s theory of involvement. Tinto states that the possibility of engagement
and integration through online learning environments is worthy of exploration and study to
determine how such environments might fit into the persistence model (Tinto, 1997).
From the findings in this study, the data indicates that based on the metric of sense of
belonging, hybrid courses do not negatively impact a students sense of belonging on the campus
overall. When examining the five factors of sense of belonging, only the first, perceived peer
support showed a significant difference among the students in a hybrid course and students in the
traditional modality of the course. Russell’s (1999) no significant difference phenomenon
established that modality, whether it online or face-to-face, did not impact student outcomes in
terms of academic performance. The findings from the data in this study would indicate thatthere
is no significant difference between hybrid courses and traditional courses in terms of student
sense of belonging to the campus. Though we don’t see significant differences, the finding is
important in terms of the justification for the continued development of hybrid courses at a
nonresidential campus when coupled with the study’s finding on student satisfaction.
Research has indicated that web-based courses by their flexible nature are more attractive
to busy students (Doherty, 2006). On this nonresidential campus, data indicated that 67.3% of the
study’s participants had a job either on or off campus, and the mean number of hours worked by
the participants was 18.2. From the findings of this study, satisfaction levels from students in the
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hybrid courses are not negatively affected overall by spending less time on campus by
substituting classroom hours with interactions in the online learning environment. These findings
could be used as part of a justification to continue the development of hybrid courses at the
campus.
It should be noted that the one aspect of student sense of belonging that was negatively
impacted by the hybrid course format was perceived peer support. This finding should influence
the design and any re-design of hybrid courses at the college. As previously mentioned, a
challenge to the hybrid course format is that it does not allow for organic discussion and
opportunities for support as a traditional class. Therefore these opportunities for peer-to-peer
interactions have to be intentionally put into place by the instructor (Palloff & Pratt, 2002). The
hybrid course should be reviewed to explore opportunities for adding such interactions. Such
interactions may include a student chat and help forum where students can ask each other
questions about the course content and get suggestions on their own work. These interactions
could even lead to online study groups. Additionally, opportunities for peer-to-peer review for
assignments may also boost perceived levels of peer support within the hybrid courses. Most
learning management systems do have mechanism to allow for these types of interactions.
When examining the other findings it becomes clear that there is a perceived lack of
support from students with children, based on the negative relationship between students with
children and three factors of the SBS (perceived faculty support/comfort, perceived classroom
support, and empathetic faculty understanding). This finding is significant at a nonresidential
campus such as the Abington College. Nonresidential campuses, particularly those located near
large urban centers, can be an attractive choice for non-traditional students to pursue their studies.
In this study, students with children indicated lower levels of perceived faculty support/comfort,
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perceived classroom comfort, and perceived faculty understanding. This data should justify an
examination of resources and support, or lack there of, for students with children. Students with
children lead a very different lifestyle and carry a great deal of extra responsibilities than a
traditional college student. An exploration into methods, resources, and polices that would
provide better support for this population of students could be supported from this data.
Recommendations for Further Research
The data yielded form this study represents a snapshot in time from 22 classes held on
one nonresidential campus in the fall 2014. Further studies on the effect of course modality,
more specifically hybrid courses contrasted with traditional courses, and their effect on aspects
of student persistence could benefit from longitudinal or qualitative studies.
A longitudinal study could be designed with a similar approach as this study but instead
use the SBS or similar instrument as a pre- and post-test. More specifically, a population of
students in their first semester could be administered the sense of belonging scale. Then the same
population of students could be administered the scale at the conclusion of their final semester.
From this method, factors that may influence sense of belonging both positively and negatively
could be studied over time. It would contribute to the body of literature to attempt to determine if
the number of hybrid courses taken by a student as an undergraduate significantly influences
their sense of belonging.
Additionally, the other demographic variables could yield valuable data to both the
institution and the body of research. For example, how does minority status influence sense of
belonging over time? In the case of this study, minority groups are not limited to ethnic
minorities but some have minority status in terms of age, marital status, and number of children.
The last demographic variable is particularly worth of study based on the findings of herein, and
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students with children indicated particularly negative attitudes toward a sense of belonging in
terms of perceived faculty support, classroom support, and faculty understanding. If strategies
and interventions were devised in an effort to change these attitudes from student parents, a study
such as this could provide data to help determine the effectiveness of such strategies and
interventions.
Because this study yielded no significant results about the nature of course modality as it
relates to measurements of student persistence/sense of belonging and satisfaction, future
research may benefit from a qualitative approach. Qualitative research in this area may yield
intricacies of student attitudes and behaviors that survey data cannot. By interviewing different
kinds of students of different demographics and lifestyles, a researcher may gain specific insights
into their attitudes and behavior as they relate to persistence and how their academic experience
may be specifically affected by taking hybrid courses. Furthermore such qualitative data
collection could provide details about the online learning community and what specific strategies
by instructors are effective or need improvement.
Additionally, qualitative studies could provide insight into student opinions and attitudes
regarding both course modality and support, or lack there of, of students with children. By
asking aseries of questions, data collected might yield insights into the most successful aspects of
the hybrid course modality along with barriers and areas where improvement is needed in order
to better serve the needs of the students. Furthermore, a qualitative study could provide insight
into the challenges of being a parent enrolled in undergraduate studies. By asking in-depth
questions, data collected could provide insight into what types of support structures are lacking
for these students. Probing deeper into the challenges and obstacles for student parents could
provide ideas for interventions to increase both sense of belonging and satisfaction for them.
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Due to the overwhelming issue of student retention in higher education, it would benefit
the body of knowledge to conduct a longitudinal study on retention as it relates to course
modality. The data in this study suggests there is a marginally significant relationship between
the number of hours a student works and the number of hybrid courses a student takes. On this
nonresidential campus, 67.3% of the study’s participants had a job either on or off campus and
the mean number of hours worked by the participants was 18.2. The literature suggests that webbased courses are popular among this population of students because of their flexible nature
(Doherty, 2006). A study in which students are tracked over five years to examine retention rates
could yield valuable data. An analysis of those who were retained by the institution and those
who were not and whether the number of hybrid courses taken by students in each group had a
significant relationship with their retention could provide valuable insight on how course
modality could influence retention.
Finally, a study of hybrid course design and its effects on perceived peer support could
add to the body knowledge on successful hybrid course design. The one finding this study
yielded that suggested a negative influence of hybrid courses on student sense of belonging was
the negative relationship between perceived peer support and the hybrid modality. This study did
not investigate the various aspects of the design of the hybrid courses included. Perhaps a study
of the various mechanisms to provide opportunities for peer-to-peer interactions with a hybrid
course could yield data that establishes a relationship between specific methods for peer-to-peer
interactions and their effect on perceived peer support.
As previously mentioned, there is most likely a bias in this study with regard to student
grade point averages. This study solicited participants via an email containing a survey link.
Students with higher grade point averages may have been more inclined to read the email and
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participate. Therefore, future research may benefit from reviewing student records to determine
mean grade point averages from the population of students in hybrid and traditional courses.
Summary
The proliferation of online learning modalities and the evolving landscape of technology
is challenging conventional models of student persistence and student behaviors and attitudes
toward higher education and its institutions. While variables that influence how a student
acclimates and engages with various aspects of college life have been established, how
interactions that take place among students and instructors online influence student academic
experience remain largely unknown. This study attempted to better understand how these kind of
online interactions within the context of community-based hybrid courses influenced student
sense of belonging to the institution and their overall satisfaction. Tinto’s (1997) model of
student persistence is predicated on the acclimation to the social and academic aspect s of the
institution, which can be measured by their sense of belonging. The data collected in this study
suggests some interesting findings about the nature of hybrid courses as they relate to student
attitudes on sense of belonging and satisfaction. The fact that the data yielded no significant
difference in four of the five factors on the sense of belonging scale could suggest that students
are seeing less of a distinction between interactions that take place in the classroom and those
that take place within the online learning environment.
The data also suggests that students enrolled in hybrid courses are no less satisfied with
their overall academic experience than their traditional counterparts. If the student population in
this study is becoming more representative of populations at other similar institutions, hybrid
courses provide a valuable alternative to students who work a significant number of hours per
week. At the Abington College of Penn State University, quality assurance standards have been
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implemented to assure students in hybrid courses are receiving the same quality of instruction as
in traditional versions. The data suggests that such standards are working and that these courses
are an important aspect of the college’s offerings.
Moving forward, scholars in the field of online learning and instructional technology can
continue to study web-based courses and how traditional models of pedagogy and student
persistence may or may not apply to these types of courses or if new models are needed to deal
with the evolving landscape of course modality in higher education. One thing is clear from the
various studies that have examined web-based courses: There is a definite place for these types
of course within higher education, and students will likely expect more of these types of courses
in the future.
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APPENDIX A
Survey Instrument
Sense of Belonging Scale
This survey supports a study examining the effects of hybrid courses (as opposed to traditional
courses) at Penn State Abington. You are being asked to participate in this study because you are
either enrolled in a hybrid course, or you are in a traditional face-to-face version of a course that
has a hybrid option. This survey should take no more than 10 minutes to complete. No personally
identifying information will be affiliated with survey responses. This survey contains two
sections. The first section will ask you for basic demographic information, and the second will
ask you about your feelings as a result of taking (course) at Penn State Abington.
Part 1: Demographic Information
1. Please enter your age:
2. Please enter your gender
o Male
o Female
3. Please select which racial / ethnic group with which you most identify
o White, Caucasian
o Black, African American
o American Indian, or Native Alaskan
o Asian Indian
o Asian
o Pacific Islander
o Other
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4. Please select your current class standing
o Freshman
o Sophomore
o Junior
o Senior
What is your current GPA?
What is your current marital status?
o Married
o Single
o Divorced
How many children do you have?
Do you have a job (either on campus or off campus)?
o Yes
o No
If you answered yes to the previous question, how many hours a week do you work?
Including this one (if you are taking the hybrid version of this course), how many hybrid courses
have you taken?
Part 2: Student Experiences
Think about your experiences in this course and your feelings as a result of taking this course,
and answer the following. If you have taken this class as a hybrid, please think of your time
spent in ANGEL, as well as in the classroom.
I could call another student from
class if I had
a question about an assignment.
Other students are helpful in
reminding me when an assignment
is due or when tests are
approaching.

Completely Mostly Equally
True
True
True /
Untrue

Mostly
Untrue

Completely
Untrue
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If I miss class, I know students
who I could get the notes from.
I have met with classmates outside
of class to study for an exam.
I discuss events which happen
outside of class with my
classmates.
I invite people I know from class
to do things socially.
I have developed personal
relationships with other students in
class.
I have discussed personal matters
with students who I met in class.
I feel comfortable seeking help
from the teacher before or after
class.
I feel comfortable asking a teacher
for help if I do not understand
course related material.
If I had a reason, I would feel
comfortable seeking help from a
faculty member outside of class
time (during office hours, etc.)
I feel comfortable talking about a
problem with faculty.
I feel comfortable socializing with
a faculty member outside of class.
I feel comfortable asking a teacher
for help with a personal problem
Speaking in class is easy because I
feel comfortable.
I feel comfortable volunteering
ideas or opinions in class.
I feel comfortable contributing to
class discussions.
I feel comfortable asking a
question in class.
It is difficult to meet other students
in class.
No one in my classes knows
anything personal about me.
I rarely talk to other students in my
class.
I know very few people in my
class.

116
I feel that a faculty member would
take the time to talk to me if I
needed help.
I feel that a faculty member would
be sympathetic if I was upset.
I feel that a faculty member would
be sensitive to my difficulties if I
shared them.
I feel that a faculty member really
tried to understand my problem
when I talked about it.
I am satisfied with my academic
experience.
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APPENDIX B
Informed Consent Form
INFORMED CONSENT FOR PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH ACTIVIES
Informed Consent for Social Science Research
The Pennsylvania State University
Title of Project: The effects of hybrid course offerings on sense of belonging and satisfaction at a
commuter campus.

Principal Investigator:

Ronald J Costello

1. Purpose of the Study: The purpose of this study is to examine student attitudes as a result of
taking either a hybrid or traditional version of a course at the Pennsylvania State University,
Abington College. We are collecting data to gauge student’s perceptions and their satisfaction
with the experience of taking a course at Penn State Abington.
2. Procedures to be followed: If you decide to participate, you will be asked to fill out an
anonymous survey posted on the Abington web server.
3. Duration: This study will last the duration of Fall semester, 2014.
4. Statement of Confidentiality: Your participation in this research is confidential. The data will
not have any personal identifiable information associated with it in any way. In the event of a
publication or presentation resulting from the research, no personally identifiable information will
be shared.
5. Right to Ask Questions: If you have questions about the study, please feel free to contact Ronald
J Costello (contact information is above). If you have questions regarding your rights as a
research subject, please contact Penn State’s Institutional Review Board (814-8651775; ORProtections@psu.edu).
6. Voluntary Participation: Your decision to be in this research is voluntary. You can stop at any
time. You do not have to answer any questions you do not want to answer.
You must be 18 years of age or older to consent to take part in this research study. If you agree to take
part in this research study and the information outlined above, please sign your name and indicate the date
below.

You will be given a copy of this form for your records.
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______________________________________________
Participant Signature

______________________
Date

______________________________________________
Person Obtaining Consent

______________________
Date
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APPENDIX C
Authorization to use the Sense of Belonging Scale
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APPENDIX D
IRB Approval

Graduate & Professional Schools Institutional Review Board

November 26, 2014

Ronald Costello
Protocol #: E1114D05
Project Title: The effects of Hybrid Course Offerings on sense of belonging and satisfaction at a
commuter campus
Dear Mr. Costello:
Thank you for submitting your application, The effects of Hybrid Course Offerings on sense of belonging
and satisfaction at a commuter campus, for exempt review to Pepperdine University’s Graduate and
Professional Schools Institutional Review Board (GPS IRB). The IRB appreciates the work you and
your faculty advisor, Dr. Sparks, have done on the proposal. The IRB has reviewed your submitted IRB
application and all ancillary materials. Upon review, the IRB has determined that the above entitled
project meets the requirements for exemption under the federal regulations (45 CFR 46 http://www.nihtraining.com/ohsrsite/guidelines/45cfr46.html) that govern the protections of human
subjects. Specifically, section 45 CFR 46.101(b) (2) states:
(b) Unless otherwise required by Department or Agency heads, research activities in which the
only involvement of human subjects will be in one or more of the following categories are exempt
from this policy:
Category (2) of 45 CFR 46.101, research involving the use of educational tests (cognitive,
diagnostic, aptitude, achievement), survey procedures, interview procedures or observation of
public behavior, unless: a) Information obtained is recorded in such a manner that human
subjects can be identified, directly or through identifiers linked to the subjects; and b) any
disclosure of the human subjects' responses outside the research could reasonably place the
subjects at risk of criminal or civil liability or be damaging to the subjects' financial standing,
employability, or reputation.
In addition, your application to waive documentation of informed consent has been approved.
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Your research must be conducted according to the proposal that was submitted to the IRB. If changes
to the approved protocol occur, a revised protocol must be reviewed and approved by the IRB before
implementation. For any proposed changes in your research protocol, please submit a Request for
Modification Form to the GPS IRB. Because your study falls under exemption, there is no
requirement for continuing IRB review of your project. Please be aware that changes to your protocol
may prevent the research from qualifying for exemption from 45 CFR 46.101 and require submission
of a new IRB application or other materials to the GPS IRB.
A goal of the IRB is to prevent negative occurrences during any research study. However, despite our
best intent, unforeseen circumstances or events may arise during the research. If an unexpected
situation or adverse event happens during your investigation, please notify the GPS IRB as soon as
possible. We will ask for a complete explanation of the event and your response. Other actions also
may be required depending on the nature of the event. Details regarding the timeframe in which
adverse events must be reported to the GPS IRB and the appropriate form to be used to report this
information can be found in the Pepperdine University Protection of Human Participants in Research:
Policies and Procedures Manual (see link to “policy material” at
http://www.pepperdine.edu/irb/graduate/).

Please refer to the protocol number denoted above in all further communication or correspondence
related to this approval. Should you have additional questions, please contact Kevin Collins, Manager
of the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at gpsirb@peppderdine.edu. On behalf of the GPS IRB, I wish
you success in this scholarly pursuit.

Sincerely,

Thema Bryant-Davis, Ph.D.
Chair, Graduate and Professional Schools IRB

cc:

Dr. Lee Kats, Vice Provost for Research and Strategic
Initiatives Mr. Brett Leach, Compliance Attorney
Dr. Paul Sparks, Faculty Advisor

6100 Center Drive, Los Angeles, California 90045  310-568-5600

